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Abstract 

Immigration requires adaptability to change, including adjustments to a new country’s 
language and system of communication. This is particularly challenging in Iceland because 

many Icelanders attach symbolic value to the language and consider the language itself as 

‘pure’ and potentially endangered by contact with other languages (Skaptadóttir & Innes, 
2016; Trililani, 2015). This stance prevails in spite of language being considered a flexible 

system of communication that naturally changes over time (Langer & Nesse, 2012), and 

contrasts with the “Resolution on the status of the Icelandic language” (Icelandic Language 

Council, 2018), which encourages Icelanders to be considerate towards people of foreign 

origin and their less-than-perfect usage of the Icelandic language. Recent studies have 

shown that insufficient Icelandic language skills can lead to immigrants´ isolation within 

society as well as exclusion in the workplace (Burdikova et al., 2018; Christiansen & 

Kristjánsdóttir, 2016; Skaptadóttir & Innes, 2016). Research also indicates that many learners 
are dissatisfied with their Icelandic language instruction and subsequent language learning 

experiences (Renner, 2010; Sölvason & Meckl, 2019; Þórisdóttir et al., 1997).  

This study (1) provides understanding of how immigrants learn Icelandic and use it in 
their communities, and (2) identifies approaches that can effectively support social 

integration through language learning. Employing a qualitative research design, the 
experiences of ten adult Filipino immigrants living outside the capital area were collected 
through in-depth interviews, then analysed through an interpretative phenomenological 

process. Results indicate that immigrants who had discouraging experiences in their 
communities expressed anxiety, self-doubt, and insecurity, and tended to use a strategy of 
switching to English. Immigrants who had favourable language learning experiences were 

more motivated to speak Icelandic in daily life, enhancing their language adaptability. 

Notably, those who experienced Icelandic as a shared language within the community 
expressed a high degree of social adaptation, thereby contributing to social integration. 
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Ágrip 

„Íslenska sem sameiginlegt tungumál: Stefnumót innflytjenda og heimamanna“ 

 

Þegar flutt er til nýs lands krefst það hæfni til að takast á við breytingar, meðal annars að 

laga sig að tungumáli og samskiptakerfum nýja landsins. Þetta er sérstaklega mikil áskorun á 

Íslandi því margir Íslendingar líta svo á að tungumálið hafi táknrænt gildi og sé „hreint“ og í 
hættu vegna snertingar við önnur tungumál (Skaptadóttir & Innes, 2016; Trililani, 2015). 

Þetta viðhorf er fast í sessi þrátt fyrir að litið sé á tungumál sem sveigjanlegt samskiptakerfi 

sem breytist á eðlilegan hátt með tímanum (Langer & Nesse, 2012) og er viðhorfið ekki í 
samræmi við Ályktun um stöðu íslenskrar tungu 2018 (Icelandic Language Council, 2018), þar 

sem Íslendingar eru hvattir til að sýna því tillitsemi þegar fólk af erlendum uppruna hefur 

ekki gallalaus tök á íslenskri tungu. Nýlegar rannsóknir hafa sýnt að slakt vald á íslensku getur 
valdið félagslegri einangrun innflytjenda og útilokun á vinnustöðum (Burdikova et al., 2018; 

Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir, 2016; Skaptadóttir & Innes, 2016). Rannsóknir benda einnig til 

þess að margir erlendir íslenskunemar séu óánægðir með íslenskukennslu og síðari reynslu af 

því að læra tungumálið. (Renner, 2010; Sölvason & Meckl, 2019; Þórisdóttir et al., 1997).  

Sú rannsókn sem hér er lögð fram 1) veitir skilning á því hvernig innflytjendur læra 

íslensku og nota hana í samfélagi sínu og 2) bendir á leiðir sem geta stutt við félagslega 
aðlögun gegnum tungumálanám. Eigindlegu rannsóknarsniði er beitt þar sem reynsla tíu 
fullorðinna innflytjenda frá Filippseyjum sem búa utan höfuðborgarsvæðisins var safnað með 

viðtölum og niðurstöður síðan greindar í fyrirbærafræðilegu túlkunarferli. 

Niðurstöður sýna að innflytjendur sem upplifðu letjandi reynslu í samfélagi sínu sögðu frá 
kvíða, efasemdum og óöryggi og höfðu tilhneigingu til að skipta yfir í ensku. Innflytjendur 

sem áttu jákvæða reynslu af tungumálanámi voru áhugasamari um að nota íslensku í daglegu 

tali, sem jók aðlögunarfærni þeirra. Áhuga vekur að þau sem upplifðu íslensku sem 
sameiginlegt tungumál í samfélagi sínu sögðu frá mikilli félagslegri aðlögun sem hjálpaði 

þeim að samlagast samfélaginu. 
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1 Introduction  

It is a common impression among people who are learning Icelandic that it is a difficult 
language to learn (Renner, 2010; Skaptadóttir & Innes, 2016). Some Icelanders’ perception 

that their language is a pure language that can be contaminated by others who speak 

different languages is commonly encountered by people who are trying to learn and use 
their language. Nevertheless, as time goes by, this purist perspective is starting to shift 

towards a communicative or functional perspective of the use of Icelandic. Purists believe 

that “For each language there is a state of purity at which the linguistic system is perfectly 

balanced” (Langer & Nesse, 2012, pp. 610-611). In contrast, in the process of 

communication, exchanges of ideas and meanings are being processed and conveyed 

emphasizing the communicative function of a language. Larsen-Freeman & Anderson (2011) 

believe that the process of communication requires more than linguistic competence; it also 

requires communicative competence. Linguistic aspects of a language include grammar, 
vocabulary, sentence structure, etc., while communicative aspects are the process of 

functional /performative communication; How people express and exchange ideas to 

perform or operate a certain function or action (Harmer & Thornbury, 2013).  

Recent research indicates that Icelandic is considered among Icelanders as a national 

symbol that can be endangered through contact with other languages, and that language 
policies are there to protect the purity of the Icelandic language (Skaptadóttir & Innes, 2016; 

Trililani, 2015). This belief is an explanation for linguistic purism. Certain scholars believe that 

language contact cannot alter a language, but instead it is the attitudes and behaviours of 
the users at large that can influence the future of a language:  

The most fundamental presupposition for any puristic activity is that languages 

can be damaged, either by neglect on the part of a set of speakers or due to 

external influences, such as language contact. But languages are flexible systems 

of communication that will change over time depending on the – largely 

subconscious – changing communicative behaviours who use them. A language 

will always serve ‘perfectly’ those who communicate with it so there is no need 

to worry about change, in fact no point in worrying about it, resisting it, or 

making suggestions as to how to alter or improve a language (Langer & Nesse, 

2012, p. 608). 

According to this view, there is no reason to fear that Icelandic will be altered or harmed by 

other languages. The Icelandic Language Council (2018) pointed out that in spite of the 

presumption that English may eliminate the existence of Icelandic in the future, what 
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matters most for the future of Icelandic is the attitudes of Icelanders towards the language. 

In short, language users themselves should be mindful of their attitudes, behaviours and 
actions for the future existence of their own language. 

With regards to immigrants using Icelandic, the Language Council suggested that it is 

important for the Icelandic people to be considerate of other people’s different abilities in 

using the language and to avoid discriminating against perceived impurities, as people have 
differing abilities in terms of Icelandic pronunciation, inflection and sentence structure 

(Icelandic Language Council, 2018) 

The emerging shift from a purist to a communicative or functional perspective of 
Icelandic favours the accessibility and availability of Icelandic language to be used practically 

by immigrants, no matter what stage they are at in learning the language. Such a shift yields 

several important goals that are addressed in this thesis. The primary goal is to explore 

immigrants’ experiences learning Icelandic, and to determine which teaching approaches 
support the learning process. Additionally, the research investigates immigrants’ experiences 

using Icelandic language in real life and seeks to identify the social benefits of language 

interaction between Icelanders and immigrants. 

 

1.1 Definition of concepts  
Key concepts of this research revolve around the relationship between immigrants, locals 

and Icelandic language usage. Definitions for important terms used in this thesis are 

provided below: 

• immigrant – defined by Statistics Iceland (2018a) as a person born abroad, whose 
parents and grandparents were also born abroad. This definition includes those who 
have moved from their country of origin to another country to reside there 
permanently. 

• locals – native-born Icelandic citizens, also called Icelanders, whose native language 
is Icelandic.  

• rendezvous – defined as “A place where a particular group of people often go or 
meet, by arrangement or habit” (“Rendezvous,” n.d.).  

• second language – “A second language is typically an official or societally dominant 
language needed for education, employment, and other basic purposes. It is often 
acquired by minority group members of immigrants who speak another language 
natively” (Saville-Troike, 2006, p. 4).  
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1.2 The meaning behind “Icelandic as a Shared Language: A Rendezvous for 
Immigrants and Locals” 
The concept of Icelandic as a shared language was developed by emphasizing the practical 

usage of the language, emphasizing its communicative aspect rather than its linguistic 

aspect. The phrase “Shared language” highlights the element of communication where ideas 

interact and meanings are exchanged, and the process of finding a common connection as 

people from different cultures communicate through the use of Icelandic language. Thus, 

communicative competence is relevant: “Being able to communicate required more than 

linguistic competence; it required communicative competence (Hymes 1971)–knowing when 

and how to say what to whom” (as cited in Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011, p. 115). In 

other words, communicative competence is how people use the language. In this study, 
linguistic or grammatical aspects of a language were not ignored, as these are substantial 

features of all languages, but they were not given priority in this research. 

The study is connected to the theory of functionalism, which was coined by Emile 
Durkheim (as cited in Pope, 1975), who indicated that a society is a holistic system 

comprised of multiple and varied interdependent parts. To communicate holistically, 
immigrants who are learning and using the Icelandic language need interconnection with 

Icelanders and the Icelandic speaking community to put the language into use through social 

interaction. Trevor Noah, a multilingual South African comedian and TV host, has mentioned 
that “Language brings with it an identity and a culture… A shared language says, ‘We're the 

same’. A language barrier says, ‘We're different’” (Noah, 2017, p. 49). This is relevant to 
social interactions because people who come from diverse cultures, personalities, languages 
and identities must communicate to find a common ground or to coexist in the same 

environment. Coexistence is defined as “The fact of living or existing together at the same 

time or in the same place” (“Coexistence”, 2020). Learning the local language, for example, 

is a common necessity for immigrants in order to adapt to their new environment. 

Immigrants in Iceland are encouraged and required to learn Icelandic as a second language, 

for lawful purposes, social interaction, survival and adaptation – for daily functions in order 

to coexist with the people living in the local society. 

Subsequently, when people come from different socio-cultural backgrounds, they have 

different dispositions, identities, attitudes and beliefs. These varying characteristics 
influence the way they learn or acquire another language. It further affects the way they 
process and produce certain linguistic aspects of a language, such as pronunciation, 

vocabulary choice, sentence use, or grammatical application. Therefore, it is important for 
the majority group to understand and recognize immigrants’ varying grasp and fluency in the 

process of learning and using the majority language.  
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The phrase “Shared language” is given emphasis in this study to elaborate on the 

difference between the connotations of “We’re the same” and “We´re different” mentioned 
above. Thomas & McDonagh (2013) described shared language as “People developing 

understanding amongst themselves based on language (e.g. spoken, text) to help them 

communicate more effectively” (p. 46). In other words, shared language is a way of 

considering the communicative or practical function of a language used to support social 
interaction, rather than considering its linguistic or grammatical aspects. Although 

important, these linguistic and grammatical elements may restrict the communicative 

practicality in using a second language. 

1.3 Positionality of the researcher and motivation of the study 
Positioning oneself as a researcher is an important process of reflexivity, which keeps the 
researcher mindful of their own perspectives in relation to their research and interpretation 

of data (Pitard, 2017). In other words, reflexivity enables researchers to examine their own 

experience, their stance in life, and how they influence the processes of research and data 
interpretation.  

The Philippines is my country of origin, and I came from a low-income and virtuous 

family. Before immigrating to Iceland in 2001, I was an adult who had recently earned a 

degree to teach high school students. Desiring adventure and being eager to help my family 
cope with financial struggles, I decided to accept an offer from a relative to work in an 

Icelandic fish factory. Working in the factory for more than ten years did not diminish my 

passion for teaching or education. I enjoyed working in a preschool for around four years 

and decided to try teaching in compulsory schools. I was given temporary teaching positions 
in some schools, mostly for the youngest levels, but was never offered a permanent teaching 

job. Now, I am a full-time distance student at the University of Iceland and a preschool 
teacher. I am a naturalized Icelandic citizen and I speak Cebuano, Tagalog, English and 

Icelandic. 

I have had both encouraging and discouraging experiences as an immigrant in Iceland. 
One encouraging experience was gaining an honourable recognition in the Icelandic 

community. When I lived in Dalvík, I was given the role of “Fjallkona”, or the Lady of the 

Mountain, during the June 17, 2015 celebration of Iceland’s Independence Day. It is an 

Icelandic traditional practice that the Lady of the Mountain, who symbolizes Iceland, reads a 

poem or piece of literature to the people on the day of the national celebration. 

Overwhelmed with inspiration as they offered me the role, I managed to compose a poem 

depicting my affection for Iceland. I was encouraged to read it at the event and received 
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praise from the celebrants. It was the most important social role I have ever performed in 

my community. 

I have also had discouraging experiences of being personally discriminated against. In 
addition to being marginalized as a teacher and among fellow students, I am the only non-

native speaker who is not inclined to write projects in academic Icelandic. Most of these 

discouraging experiences are connected to my inability to use the Icelandic language. My 
various experiences have motivated me to find ways to make the Icelandic language 

accessible to and usable for immigrants, as well as to make immigrants’ use of the language 

acceptable to Icelandic locals. Simultaneously, I want to use my role as an immigrant, an 
educator and an Icelandic citizen to preserve the Icelandic language by encouraging the 

Icelandic-speaking community to make the language accessible and available to immigrants; 

and by supporting the use of Icelandic for effective communication and not for grammatical 
scrutiny.  

1.4 Significance of the research 
Immigrating to another country involves immersing oneself in both predictable and 
unpredictable changes. One change is adapting to the receiving country’s medium of 

communication by learning its language. As mentioned earlier, a second language is a 

necessary tool for immigrants’ adaptation to their new environment. Linguistic utility and 
advantages also resonate with the locals and the receiving country. The familiarity of using 

the same language creates a certain connection between two people who originally spoke 

different languages. The commonality of the language used by two people can promote 

effective social interaction and productivity of performance. After all, migration brings 
beneficial factors to the receiving country. The Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) investigated whether migration brings benefit or burden in various 
countries. The results of the study revealed that migration brings beneficial effects to the 

receiving country, specifically in labour markets, the public purse and economic growth 

(Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2014). Hence, being able to use 
the second language can help immigrants to adapt to the environment of their receiving 

country, while the receiving country can benefit from the contributions brought by 

immigrants. The use of a second language can make their communicative exchanges more 
effective, and it can also enhance productivity of performance when a shared language is 

used.  

In Iceland, immigrants are encouraged to learn and use the Icelandic language, which is 

commonly considered a difficult language to learn. For example, the Icelandic Language 
Council (2018) stated that people learning Icelandic vary widely in  inflections, grammar and 
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pronunciations which are different from other languages. Nevertheless, Icelandic society and 

immigrants sometimes hold different perceptions regarding immigrants’ use of the difficult 
Icelandic language. For example, Skaptadóttir & Innes (2016) point out that immigrants’ 

knowledge of Icelandic is influenced by the quality of the courses being offered to them, 

their educational background and their opportunities to engage in Icelandic communication, 

yet some native Icelanders use the media to express their concerns that immigrants lack 
interest in learning Icelandic. As language professor Emeritus Eiríkur Rögnvaldsson claimed, 

“People can lose interest in Icelandic if they are constantly being corrected and criticised. 

And if people are not interested in learning the language, the language will eventually die,” 

(O´Donnell, para. 9, 2020). 

1.5 Research overview and research questions 
The qualitative study employs a phenomenological research design that draws upon 

variegated experiences of adult immigrants learning Icelandic. The research participants are 

10 Filipinos selected through purposeful snowball sampling. All participants took between 2–
5 Icelandic language courses within the period of 2010–2020. They are currently living in 
Iceland and their length of stay in the country varies from almost 2 years to 21 years. Data 

were collected through a semi-structured and open-ended interview, and were analysed 
using a phenomenological qualitative method, incorporating some Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) strategies. The theory of functionalism supports the 

foundation of the research, as the role of Icelandic society is explored in terms of how it 
influences the immigrants’ process of learning and using Icelandic holistically.  

The goal of the research is to provide understanding of how immigrants learn Icelandic 
and use it in their communities, and to identify teaching approaches that can effectively 

support social integration through language learning. Four research questions were 
developed in order to elaborate and explain connections between immigrants´ language 

learning in relation to Icelandic and Icelandic society as a whole.  

Research questions: 

1. How do adult immigrants experience learning Icelandic as a second language? 

2. Which teaching approaches support their language learning? 

3. How do immigrants experience using Icelandic in real life? 

4. What are the benefits of the Icelandic language usage by immigrants?  

The answers to the questions will be presented in the research findings section. 
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2 Relevance of related literature 

This chapter will establish a connection from previous educational research to this research 
in order to present the significance of conducting the study. Issues immigrants face in 

learning and using Icelandic. 

Skaptadóttir & Innes (2016) researched “Immigrant experiences of learning Icelandic and 
connecting with the speaking community” in an ethnographic study that elaborated on the 

perspectives of immigrants regarding their Icelandic language learning, interaction and work 

participation in Icelandic communities. Data were collected through interviews and 

participant observations and discussions. Participants comprised 30 people from Poland and 

60 people from the Philippines. The research indicated that despite Iceland’s emphasis on 

promoting Icelandic language learning and the efforts of immigrants to reach Icelandic 

fluency, the language simultaneously created a certain boundary that influenced immigrants’ 

participation and sense of belonging in Icelandic society. The findings showed that for 
immigrants, learning Icelandic opens doors and gives them access to the society and culture. 

However, learning Icelandic was also linked to social exclusion, as the language mainly 

symbolized a national status or an exclusive language meant only for native Icelanders 
(Skaptadóttir & Innes, 2016).  

Skaptadóttir & Innes (2016) noted that immigrants who use Icelandic for basic purposes 
gain the freedom of being able to effectively interact with Icelanders, navigate ways to fulfil 

their needs and understand the things that are happening around them. However, in some 

contexts, gaining access to the Icelandic-speaking community can be an obstacle to 

integration. For example, some immigrants felt excluded because they were assigned to 

work with fellow immigrants, depriving them of the opportunity to practice what they had 

learned in their language courses. They also received criticism for not being able to speak 

Icelandic correctly or for having a different accent (Skaptadóttir & Innes, 2016). 

It is evident that learning Icelandic is not only difficult because of concerns with Icelandic 

language education – the difficulty is also connected to the perceptions and behaviours of 

people living within Icelandic society. Consequently, this thesis explores both factors: The 
role of Icelandic language and the role of the people in Icelandic society in learning the 

language for foreigners. 

Another study aligned with the topic of this research is a master’s thesis by Trililani 
(2015) investigating the cultural marginality of Asian women in Iceland. The researcher used 

a phenomenological approach, and the participants were six Asian women immigrants from 

various countries in Southeast Asia who are now living in Iceland. Data were collected 

through the use of semi-structured and open-ended interviews. The findings revealed that 
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all women experienced difficulty in adapting their cultural values, as they were exposed to 

unfamiliar cultural values and attitudes in their new Icelandic environment. The main 
aspects of these difficulties were dissimilarities of culture and a lack of Icelandic language 

skills. The participants admitted that learning Icelandic was difficult, but they also recognized 

the significance of learning the language. The Icelandic language was a prominent symbol of 

the nationalistic attitude of some Icelanders: 

Gauti Kristmannsson (2004) points out that the other nationalistic attitude of 

Icelanders is their pride in the Icelandic language as “the prime identification 

instruments in the Icelanders’ conception of themselves as a nation, not simply 

because they share it as a language” … Only those who are able to master the 

Icelandic language or are of Icelandic descent are seen as being able to claim 

themselves as Icelanders (as cited in Trililani, 2015, p. 45). 

Trililani (2015) showed that the nationalistic attitude of the Icelanders towards their 
language became an obstacle that was difficult for immigrants to overcome. It is an attitude 

of reluctance to share the Icelandic language with non-native individuals or immigrants. 

Another recent study related to this research is the quantitative research conducted by 
Sölvason & Meckl (2019) at the University of Akureyri Research Centre, entitled “Samfélag 

án aðgreiningar? Viðhorf á Íslandi til símenntunar og íslenskunámskeiða 2018”, or “Inclusive 
societies? Perceptions toward lifelong learning and Icelandic language courses 2018”. This 
study is a part of the project “Inclusive Societies? The integration of immigrants in Iceland”. 

Data were collected through electronic questionnaires entitled “How is your life in Iceland?”. 
2,211 participants aged 18-80 from all around Iceland took the survey. The aim of the survey 

was to gain insights from immigrants regarding Icelandic, employment, education, culture 

and happiness. Half of the participants considered their Icelandic skills to be poor and 

reported that they didn´t have the fluency to speak Icelandic. A majority of the participants, 

specifically 59%, expressed dissatisfaction with the Icelandic language courses that they had 

attended (Sölvason & Meckl, 2019).  

The high percentage of dissatisfied language course participants is a relevant concern to 
Icelandic language education, and the researchers suggested that further investigation of the 

reasons for their dissatisfaction was necessary (Sölvason & Meckl, 2019). In parallel, 

learners’ dissatisfaction with instruction is not a new issue, as research from 1997, 2008 and 
2010 also indicated that participants were not satisfied with their language courses 

(Jóhannesson & Jónsson, 2008; Zackrisson, 2010; Þórisdóttir, Svavarsdóttir & Bernburg, 

1997). Examples of reasons for learners’ dissatisfactions were insufficient instructional 

methods and materials (Zackrisson, 2010), the lack of a teaching background in language 
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instruction (Renner, 2010), and too much content taught in a short period of time 

(Þórisdóttir et al., 1997). These are among the many factors that affect adults learning the 
Icelandic language. These issues are highly relevant to this research, as implementing 

appropriate pedagogical approaches is beneficial to supporting adult immigrants who are 

learning Icelandic. 

2.1 The influence of Icelandic society on immigrants using Icelandic  
Immigrants who are trying to use Icelandic in a labour market can encounter challenges due 

to their non-native ability in speaking Icelandic, leading to social and professional exclusion. 
Immigrants can experience exclusion when their professional competence is not recognized 

due to their lack of Icelandic language skills, or when their language skills are still developing. 

Icelandic employers and employees are influential in choosing whether to accept and trust 
immigrants based on their level of expertise and professional competence. Sometimes this 

choice is impaired due to the misconception that immigrants’ lack of Icelandic language skills 

signifies a lack of professional expertise. 

2.1.1 Employers’ common misconception: Immigrants’ lack of Icelandic language skills 
vis-à-vis lack of professional skills 

A relevant article by Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir (2016) is entitled “‘Veggurinn er alltaf til 

staðar’: Upplifun háskólamenntaðra innflytjenda af samskiptum og samningsstöðu gagnvart 
vinnuveitendum”, or “‘The wall is always there’: Experiences of university-educated 
immigrants in communicating and negotiating with employers”. The study employed a 

phenomenological approach by interviewing 12 university-educated immigrants. The study 
revealed how immigrants’ lack of fluency in Icelandic led employers to mistrust their 

professional skills, which subsequently led to a significant dilemma. On the one hand, if the 

immigrants want to negotiate with employers for a job position with their limited Icelandic 
proficiency, their level of expertise will be difficult to emphasize, and their competence will 

be less convincing to employers. On the other hand, if they use a language other than 

Icelandic in negotiating for positions, employers will show no interest in listening to them or 
will just avoid talking to them (Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir, 2016). The study also found 

that immigrants struggle in associating with their fellow employees. Limited Icelandic 

language skills build a barrier to their interaction and integration with their colleagues. In 
short, the research showed that a lack of Icelandic language skills restricts immigrants’ 

accessibility to negotiate for a job position, as well as narrowing their access to social 

involvement and networking (Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir, 2016).  

Another relevant result indicated in the research, which has also appeared in other 
research, is the difficulty immigrants face in gaining recognition of their university education 
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earned in their home country. This research showed that the difficulty in learning Icelandic 

and not gaining recognition for their university education hinders immigrants’ contributions 
of professional competence to the Icelandic labour market (Burdikova, Barillé, Meckl, & 

Gísladóttir, 2018; Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir, 2016; Renner, 2010). Based on international 

research (as cited in Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir, 2016, p. 6), certain parts of America, 

Canada, Denmark and Sweden consider this phenomenon to be “Brain waste” or “Brain 
abuse”, terms which describe the situation where immigrants’ education and expertise were 

not utilized in their receiving country due to one common reason: A language barrier. In 

accordance with Icelandic research, this kind of phenomenon restricts the opportunities of 

immigrants to contribute their expertise to the Icelandic society, thus underutilising a 

valuable resource for the productivity of the country’s society. 

Another obstacle that affects immigrants’ participation in the professional field is the 
feeling of being excluded. Based on Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir's (2016) research, 

immigrants felt excluded because they have difficulties integrating with their colleagues. 

They felt that being a foreigner comes with a stigma that hinders their acceptance and 
expansion of their social network. Immigrants felt the need to regularly prove to their 
employers that they were professionally competent since their education was considered 

less valuable and employers’ mistrust had been projected onto them. Additionally, they felt 
obliged to perpetually show their gratitude to employers for being given the chance to be 
part of the Icelandic labour market (Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir, 2016). They felt like 

acquiring the job as a foreigner induced a debt of gratitude to their employers, instead of 
giving them recognition based on their earned degree and expertise as they did their jobs. 

The experience of being excluded brought insecurity to immigrants, leading them to quit 
their jobs, return to their home country or start a business of their own (Christiansen & 

Kristjánsdóttir, 2016). 

With regards to immigrants’ experiences in associating with their co-workers, immigrants 
were not taken seriously when trying to express their ideas in Icelandic at work, even though 

other Icelanders were taken seriously (Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir, 2016). Nevertheless, all 
participants agreed that Icelandic is the key to Icelandic society; but ironically, to be 

accepted in Icelandic society, one needs to speak Icelandic without any accent or 

grammatical flaws. The ‘purity’ and linguistic or grammatical competence of the use of 
Icelandic language is an issue difficult to surpass. As one of the participants claimed, the 

importance of speaking Icelandic was to prevent them from being called ‘helvítis 

útlendingur’ or ‘goddamn foreigner’ (Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir, 2016, p. 13). 

Accordingly, immigrants experience a level of disgrace and self-disappointment when they 



 

21 

cannot communicate in Icelandic. Subsequently, social integration is hindered by 

misperceptions and misunderstandings framed in terms of linguistic purity.  

2.1.2 The need to support immigrants in developing their Icelandic language skills 

Since immigrants are well aware of the importance of Icelandic to their adaptation in the 

society, Icelandic language courses should be strengthened to support their language 

learning. National institutions like the Ministry of Education and the Icelandic Language 
Council can bring influential support to immigrants who are learning Icelandic as a second 

language. For example, the Ministry of Education plays a role in promoting Icelandic 

language courses that are effective to immigrants, and the Icelandic Language Council can 
encourage Icelanders’ perception to move ahead from ‘puristic’ or linguistic competence of 

using Icelandic towards paying attention to the communicative competence of the language. 

In accordance, one of the aims of the Icelandic curriculum for adults is to incorporate 
instructions with tasks that can help learners develop their personal and social skills, i.e. for 

functional communication. In addition, the curriculum should help bridge the gap of cultural 

differences and support learners’ well-being (Ministry of Education, 2008). Based on the 

curriculum, learning Icelandic is not limited solely to language learning, but also supports 
immigrants in character building and establishing social connections. These are vital aspects 

for social integration, which is defined by Ferguson (2008) as “The process of promoting 

values, relations and institutions that allow people to participate in social, economic and 
political life on the basis of equality of rights, equity and dignity” (p. 6). To put it differently, 

social integration creates an inclusive place – a rendezvous – where an outsider feels 
welcomed by an insider; it creates a shelter where a sense of belongingness can be found 

and cultivates a place where people are capable of finding common ground despite 

individual differences. 

Immigrants lacking Icelandic language skills are impacted unfavourably. For instance, a 

lack of Icelandic language skills restricts the ability of foreign or immigrant employees to 
engage in social interaction at their workplace (Haraldsdóttir, 2015). Moreover, it prevents 
them from interacting with native speakers, leading to isolation (Skaptadóttir & Innes, 2016). 

It also presents a barrier to better education, causes immigrants to settle for less suitable 
jobs and leads to insufficient options for quality housing (Hagstofa Íslands, 2019). These 

factors are in opposition to the concept of social integration, indicating the absence of 

inclusiveness and equity. It is useful to point out how the lack of Icelandic language skills 
affects the personal, social, psychological and physical well-being of immigrants. 

Recognizing immigrants’ efforts to use Icelandic encourages and inspires learners to 
continue practicing the language. Being able to use Icelandic makes adult learners’ daily 
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routines and lives easier (Skaptadóttir & Innes, 2016). Simultaneously, this experience 

corresponds to one of the aims of “Námskrá: Íslenska fyrir útlendinga – grunnnám” or 
“Curriculum: Icelandic for foreigners – undergraduate studies”, which is to promote learners’ 

ability to actively participate in Icelandic democratic society (Ministry of Education, 2008, 

p.3). Hence, a supportive environment brings significant contributions to the lives of 

immigrants living in Iceland. This aligns with what is mentioned in “Ályktun um stöðu 
íslenskrar tungu”, or “Resolution on the status of the Icelandic language by the Icelandic 

Language Council (2018, par. 7): That in order for Icelandic to be available to immigrants, 

discrimination should be avoided, as people have different abilities in learning aspects of the 

Icelandic language, such as pronunciation, inflection, sentence structure and grammatical 

structure. Thus, appropriate support is necessary for Icelandic language learners as a way to 

enhance social integration. 

2.2 Teaching approaches that support language learning 
Culturally responsive teaching, the Communicative Approach, and the use of authentic 
materials are among the approaches that are widely encouraged by academic scholars to 
support language instruction. These scholars include Banks et al., 2001; Harmer & 

Thornbury, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011; Nunan, 2003 
and Savignon & Sysoyev, 2002. These approaches encourage communication, experiential 

learning, active participation and socio-cultural competence. Most importantly, they connect 

language skill development with the real-life situations of individual learners. 

2.2.1 Culturally responsive teaching 

 A recent article by Benediktsson, Wozniczka, Tran & Ragnarsdóttir (2019), entitled 

“Immigrant Students’ Experiences of Higher Education in Iceland: Why Does Culturally 

Responsive Teaching Matter?”, claims to be the first extensive qualitative study on the 

experiences of immigrant university students in Iceland. Data were gathered through focus 

groups and individual interviews of 41 immigrant university students in Iceland. The 

theoretical background of the study connoted that culturally responsive teaching drew from 

multicultural education theory, which focuses on analysis of the position of minority groups 

(Benediktsson et al., 2019). According to the study, in implementing culturally responsive 

teaching, teachers have to understand first their own cultural identity and then their 

students’ cultural identities. Based on Benediktsson et al.'s (2019) research, the significance 

of culturally responsive teaching to teachers and students is as follows: 

• The process of dialoguing or having conversations with their students allows 
teachers to adapt according to the needs of students from multicultural 
backgrounds. 
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• Teachers utilize students’ cultural and academic backgrounds as resources and 
scaffolding in developing students’ new learning. 

• It helps create a supportive learning environment based on trust, respect, open 
communication and equal distribution of power in the classroom. 

• The approach has been proven useful, effective and relevant to adults, as they 
effectively learn by engagement in their own learning process and application of 
their previous knowledge, and because the relevance of their experiences is 
significant to the development of their new knowledge. 

Their research findings revealed that culturally responsive teaching remains an uncommon 

practice in Icelandic universities even though it is a well-known method of teaching. 

Additionally, Benediktsson, et al., (2019) indicated that students’ experiences with the 
method were significantly positive even though culturally responsive teaching was not 

systematically applied by teachers. Subsequently, students appreciate the importance of the 

atmosphere of care, trust and power-sharing in the classroom. The study contributes to an 
understanding of immigrant students’ experiences in multicultural education, specifically in 

the aspect of providing equal access to education no matter where a student is from or what 
languages they speak. Some participants pointed out that knowing the goals of the course, 
combined with their teacher’s flexibility to adapt according to the students’ needs, were 

significantly important to their learning process (Benediktsson et al., 2019). In short, 

implementing culturally responsive teaching in language education can promote learning 
productivity with the association of equality, integration and collaboration, which are 

important aspects applicable in society. 

According to the Curriculum of Icelandic for Foreigners, one of the instructional aims for 
beginner-level learners is to actively participate in Icelandic democratic society (Ministry of 

Education, 2008). Moreover, the Ministry of Education (2008) indicated that the 240-hour 

language course should also incorporate factors related to promoting personal and social 
skills, and if time allows, work skills as well. In other words, Icelandic language programs are 

intended to prepare learners for social inclusion in Icelandic society. 

In addition, the curriculum also indicates that the aim of teaching Icelandic as a second 
language is not merely to teach the language; rather, it is also to expose students to cultural 

skills, bridging the gap between cultures with the intention of promoting the well-being of 
the learners (Ministry of Education, 2008). In short, Icelandic language teaching is 

multidimensional and as such it should apply a multicultural approach. 

Subsequently, examples of teaching approaches relevant to the Icelandic curriculum 
include: Culturally responsive approaches in teaching that incorporate scaffolding, the use of 

authentic materials, creating an inclusive classroom atmosphere, and implementation of a 
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communicative approach that supports effective second language instruction and promotes 

the importance of multiculturalism (Banks et al., 2001; Harmer & Thornbury, 2013; Ladson-
Billings, 1995; Santamaria, 2009). Incorporating activities that develop learners’ sociocultural 

competence is important and beneficial to building learners’ relationship to Icelandic 

culture, as well as to other cultures. “Sociocultural competences are viewed as a possibility 

to apply multicultural knowledge, skills and values in the process of intercultural 
communication in certain specific life situation with the aim to ensure tolerance towards 

other people,” (Ieva, 2015, para. 11). Considering that adult language learners are equipped 

with their own cultural backgrounds, living in a new place can be overwhelming. 

Incorporating topics and activities relevant to sociocultural awareness in language teaching 

can help learners to experience, understand and appreciate cultural similarities/differences 

between cultures, thus developing their sociocultural competence at the same time. 

According to Savignon & Sysoyev (2002), in second language instruction, the objective of 
sociocultural education is to prepare learners for intercultural exchange and the 

interconnection of cultures.  

If themes, topics and activities concerning sociocultural competence are integrated into 
Icelandic language instructions – through the use of authentic materials (e.g. newspapers 

and magazines), for example – language learning will be more relevant to real-life situations 
(Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011). Furthermore, language learning will not only be 
informative and experiential, but it can also help immigrants to be familiar with the structure 

of the community, the role of the establishments around them, the elements of Icelandic 
culture and much more, hence contributing to immigrants’ integration into society. 

2.2.2 The communicative approach and the use of authentic materials 

The communicative approach (communicative language teaching) is an approach in which 

students need to use the target language in order to learn the language. “Target language” 

refers to the language that the students are learning. Harmer & Thornbury (2013) mention 

two classifications of spoken language forms: Functional and performative. Language as 

functional means ‘what you use language for, and how the language is delivered or 

conveyed’ (e.g. asking or providing directions/information and making commands/requests). 

Language as performative means that ‘language performs things’ – it is how language works 

within the social and/or economic context (Harmer & Thornbury, 2013). This means that 

people perform within the interactive process of communication. For example, a supervisor 

asks an employee to arrange the documents in alphabetical order. The request is the 

functional aspect; as a response, the employee performs the request by alphabetically 

arranging the document, the performative aspect of the language. 
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There is a spectrum of options for communicative language teaching, punctuated by a 

weak and strong version. The weak version is described as ‘you learn language in order to 
use it’; examples are synthetic syllabi that focus on grammar structures, vocabulary items, 

functions, etc. (Harmer & Thornbury, 2013). In synthetic syllabi, “The units are usually 

ordered logically, in a sequence from linguistic simplicity to complexity” (Larsen-Freeman & 

Anderson, 2011, p. 149). In other words, learning is primarily focused on the linguistic aspect 
of the target language, moving from the simplest part to the most complex part: For 

instance, learning about basic words, and then sentence and grammar functions. A synthetic 

syllabus might include the use of materials like vocabulary lists, exercises about sentence use 

and grammatical functions.  

The strong version of communicative language teaching is described as ‘you use language 

in order to learn it’ – the deep-end approach (Harmer & Thornbury, 2013). Examples of the 
strong version are analytical syllabi like Content-Based Instruction (CBI) and Task-Based 

Language Teaching (TBLT) (Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011). Both teaching approaches 

provide room for authentic materials to channel the use of the language that the students 
are learning.  

Content-based instruction (CBI) engages learners to work on both content texts and the 

language of the texts (Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011). An example of the use of CBI is 

the use of content like sports, music, history or sagas as a way to learn the target language. 
Hence, both content and the linguistic aspects of the target language are incorporated in 

instruction as learners learn the new language. Learners can take part in choosing a theme 

or a topic of interest through which to learn the target language. Most importantly, CBI can 

further increase learners’ motivation and engagement in their language learning when the 
topic of the lesson is in line with their interests. This is an applicable instructional method for 

adults, as they like to make decisions and engage in their own process of learning. According 
to Larsen-Freeman & Anderson (2011, p. 132), “The special contribution of content-based 

instruction (CBI) is that it is not exclusively a language program, but instead it integrates the 

learning of language with the learning of some other content”.  

Another example of a communicative approach that is appropriate for adult language 

learners is task-based language teaching (TBLT). “Tasks are meaningful, and in doing them, 

students need to communicate. Tasks have a clear outcome so that the teacher and students 

know whether or not the communication has been successful” (Larsen-Freeman & 

Anderson, 2011, p. 149). Again, this approach motivates and engages adult language 

learners. For adults, completing a task is a relatable everyday endeavour. Providing students 

with tasks can improve their problem-solving ability and collaboration with other students, 
and can ignite their competitive nature, making language learning interactive, engaging and 
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autonomous. Examples of TBLT are planning a road trip, doing an interview activity, working 

in pairs to learn more about each other, creating a weather report and much more.  

The CBI and TBLT strategies are relevant to real-life experiences, in which incorporating 
authentic texts, tasks or materials is essential for language learning. Authentic materials 

include texts or tasks “That are not originally constructed for language purposes” (Nunan, 

2003, p. 208). These are the kind of materials that people are exposed to in real life. 
Examples of authentic texts are newspapers, song lyrics, magazine articles, short stories, 

advertisements, cooking recipes, horoscopes, sports articles, etc. Accordingly, authentic 

materials can be integrated into different activities. Examples of individual or cooperative 
activities are pair and group work, information gap tasks, jigsaw puzzles, graphic organizers, 

discussion and debate, role-play, survey tasks, process writing, problem solving, sequencing, 

ranking and values clarification (Nunan, 2003). 

To summarize, examples of teaching approaches that support language learning are 
culturally responsive teaching and communicative approaches such as content-based 

instruction and task-based language teaching. The use of authentic materials is high among 

the relevant teaching strategies and techniques that support adult language learning. 
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3 Theory of Functionalism and its relevance to the research 

Émile Durkheim was a French sociologist who is prominently known as a key sociologist or 
the founding father of sociology (Pope, 1975; Thompson, 1982; Turner, 2006; Weiss, 2018). 

Sociology is described as “The competence by which ordinary participants in social setting 

recognize and obey (or violate) rules and norms that are widely shared by others” (Turner, 
2006, p. 600). In other words, sociology is the systematic study of people’s relationships and 

their functions within society. The theory of functionalism in relevance to the research 

illustrates the interconnection of social and language functions of immigrants to learn and 

use Icelandic. 

According to Barnes (1995), “Functionalist theories in social sciences seek to describe, to 

understand and in most cases to explain the orderliness and stability of entire social 

systems” (p. 37). This means that functionalists explore the balancing systems of a society, as 
its collective power affects the conditions of the individuals. The relevance of the theory of 

functionalism to this study is to provide an understanding of the impact of Icelandic society – 

which comprises different institutions, communities and groups of people – on the 
conditions of immigrants who are learning and using Icelandic. Above all, the theory of 

functionalism supports the significance of the preservation of Icelandic and promotion of 

social integration by making Icelandic accessible to non-native Icelandic language users. A 
functional perspective focuses on how the availability and usage of Icelandic binds together 

the immigrants and locals living in Icelandic society. 

Along the same line, the concepts of social facts, manifest functions, latent functions and 
dysfunctions and the concept of solidarity will illustrate the influence of the dominant group 
in Icelandic society on the availability or unavailability of Icelandic to the minority group. 

3.1.1  Social facts influencing the demands for immigrants to learn Icelandic  

“Durkheim viewed society as a whole composed of interrelated parts” (Pope, 1975, p. 362). 

This means that a society is regarded as one collective structure consisting of interlocking 
systems of groups, which are embodied by individuals. Accordingly, Durkheim theorized that 

a society represents a powerful force that influences the lives of the individuals within the 

larger society. According to Pope (1975), Durkheim believed that “Collective representations 
are particularly powerful forces because they embody the total force of all individual 

representations whose fusion creates them” (p. 362). In simple terms, the power of the 

society comes from the unanimous consensual beliefs, attitudes, behaviours, decisions and 
opinions of the individuals living in it. Subsequently, the laws, religions, institutions, 

language, norms, etc. exist as a result of individuals’ collective agreement, and are necessary 
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factors for coexisting in a society. According to Pope (1975), “Using this conjunction of 

societal consciousness and power, Durkheim was able to explain how necessity led to 
institutional existence” (p. 373). Institutions and the aforementioned entities are examples 

of social facts. Social facts are necessary to the orderliness and control of social systems; 

they are external to individuals and they restrain the individual (Pope, 1975). For example, 

the law is in the outer periphery of an individual, yet it provides restrictions that ought to be 
complied with. Therefore, Pope (1975) implies that social facts keep the social systems 

functioning as intended and maintain the coherence and existence of a society.  

The need to learn and use Icelandic for residency and citizenship, along with the 
promotion of social interaction and capital, are examples of social facts that link together the 

social and language functions of immigrants in Icelandic society. These social facts are listed 

below: 

 

Figure 1. Social facts that influence the needs for immigrants to learn Icelandic  

Social facts include external factors that contribute to the demands for immigrants to learn 

Icelandic, such as the legal requirement of language learning for residency and citizenship. 
To be granted permanent residency, foreigners must have attended a 120-hour Icelandic 
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language course certificate offered by an institution acknowledged by the Ministry of 

Education, Science and Culture (The Directorate of Immigration, 2016). Additionally, one has 
to pass an Icelandic language test when applying for Icelandic citizenship (Ministry of Justice, 

2017).  

The Icelandic language curriculum for adult foreigners intended for beginners should 

comprise a total of 240 hours of lessons (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2008). 
The Icelandic language curriculum plays a vital role in providing language instructors with 

substantial guidelines on the scope and topics of their lessons. It is also significant for 

language learners to know what kind of learning is expected prior to the course, and what 
goals should be met within each course. 

One of the aims of the curriculum is to develop language learners’ ability to actively 

participate in Icelandic democratic society by promoting their personal and social skills as 

they learn Icelandic (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2008). In this regard, 
Icelandic language courses are not limited to teaching language, but also develop learners’ 

socio-cultural competence. Hence, the legal requirements, as well as the umbrella 

institutions that are responsible for carrying out Icelandic language education, are among 
the social facts that immigrants need to engage with. 

The second category of the demands for immigrants to learn Icelandic is the fact that 
immigrants must learn the language to participate in social interaction and in promoting 
social capital. As mentioned in the introduction, learning a second language is a necessary 

tool for immigrants’ survival, social interaction and adaptation to their new environment. 
Thus, it influences whether and how immigrants can build relationships with other people in 

the society, whether it be with personal relations, friends, colleagues, leisure or sports 
buddies, classmates, neighbours, or others. These connections are known as social capital. 

Social capital is defined as “A form of capital that arises from relationships between 

individuals, families, groups, or communities that provide access to valuable benefits and/or 

resources” (Turner, 2006, p. 557). The need to learn and use Icelandic is significant for 

communication and for making connections to other people. Immigrants are expected to be 

able to participate actively in social interactions. When coexistence is facilitated by using a 

common language, effective communication enhances social interaction, leading to an 

expansion of one’s social circle and to the ability to cultivate collective productivity. These 

results are among the vital social facts prompting immigrants to learn Icelandic. 
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3.1.2 Manifest function, latent functions and latent dysfunctions 

In functionalism, “Function refers to meeting social needs” (Pope, 1975, p. 364). Certain 

functions arise in reaction to these needs. According to Merton (1968), these functions are: 
manifest functions, latent functions and latent dysfunctions. 

• Manifest functions – observable or intentional consequences of structural elements 
• Latent functions – unintended or unrecognized consequences 
• Dysfunctions – observable disruptions or changes that are negative, unintended or 

unrecognized  

In order to illustrate and elaborate on these concepts, it is useful to emphasize the 

correlations of these functions to the existing social facts, as shown in the figure below: 

 

Figure 2. Manifest functions and latent functions and dysfunctions based on social facts of 
learning Icelandic  

An example of Merton’s (1968) manifest functions as intended outcomes or consequences 

of social facts would be the attainment of citizenship. Immigrants have to take an Icelandic 

language test if they want to apply for Icelandic citizenship. This is a social fact based on the 

prerequisites set by government institutions. When an immigrant passes the test and fulfils 
the necessary requirements, that person will acquire Icelandic citizenship. Citizenship is the 

goal, the manifest function. Another manifest function is social interaction with Icelandic 

speakers. When an immigrant starts to speak in Icelandic, it can encourage communication 

exchanges with individuals who only speak Icelandic.  
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Manifest functions that pertain to the demands of the society are: Social interaction, 

social capital and social integration via language learning. The Ministry of Education, Science 
and Culture (2008) indicates that one of the goals of teaching Icelandic is to help the learners 

become active participants in Icelandic society. Similarly, the Ministry of Social Affairs (2007) 

also stated that learning Icelandic is:  

A prerequisite for integration into a new society and participation therein, is the 
ability to express oneself in that nation’s language… As a general rule, Icelandic 

language education for immigrants should include education about Icelandic 

society, its values, cultural heritage and the rights and obligations of citizens. (p. 

8) 

Thereby, the intended goals, or the manifest functions for immigrants to learn Icelandic, are 

to fulfil their social needs with the  people in the society.  

Secondly, in this research, latent functions are the unintended, less observable outcomes 
of the process of immigrants fulfilling the legal and social requirements by learning and using 

Icelandic. Examples of latent functions are immigrants’ personal fulfilment and self-efficacy, 
and the desire for immigrants to become part of the professional workforce.  

It is not just immigrants who can benefit from learning and using Icelandic; this can also 

benefit Icelandic society. Immigrants who are learning and using Icelandic have a strong 

desire to practice the areas of their professional expertise, and to make contributions to 
Icelandic society through the labour market (Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir, 2016; Renner, 

2010). In addition, Icelandic usage at work, at social gatherings or in stores, etc. can promote 

social interaction and strengthen people’s social capital. 

The similarity between manifest and latent functions is that they both result in positive 

outcomes from the immigrants’ process of learning Icelandic. In order to illustrate, manifest 

and latent functions are perceived as open gates of opportunity that are significant to the 

adaptation or adjustments of immigrants to society. There are no walls between immigrants 

and locals as they coexist using the same language in the same Icelandic environment, as 

illustrated below: 
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Manifest functions 

Intended favourable outcomes or 
goals as immigrants are required 
to learn and use Icelandic as part 
of the adaptation process.  

Latent functions  

Unintended or unforeseen 
favourable outcomes as 
immigrants are required to learn 
and use Icelandic as part of 
adaptation process. 

Figure 3. Manifest and latent functions: A no-walled seesaw model of immigrants 
interacting with locals 

The no-walled seesaw model of manifest and latent functions signifies the benefits of both 

intended and unintended favourable outcomes as immigrants learn and use Icelandic for 
their adaptation, which in return provides positive outcomes to Icelandic society overall and 

to the productivity of society in particular. 

Thirdly, latent dysfunctions are the unintended unfavourable consequences of 
immigrants learning and using Icelandic. In this regard, Merton states, “Latent dysfunctions 
bring inconvenience to the individual’s adaptation to their environment” (1968, p. 105). One 
example is the dissatisfaction of some immigrants with their Icelandic language courses. 

Multiple studies, including an extensive study that surveyed more than 2,000 participants, 
revealed significant dissatisfaction with Icelandic language courses taken by immigrants; 
among these studies are the works of Jóhannesson & Jónsson (2008); Renner (2010); 

Sölvason & Meckl (2019); Zackrisson (2010); and Þórisdóttir, Svavarsdóttir, & Bernburg 
(1997). Common complaints include poor quality of language instruction and teaching 

materials, and ineffective language teaching strategies (Renner, 2010; Zackrisson, 2010; 

Þórisdóttir et al., 1997). Immigrant dissatisfaction is an impediment to learning Icelandic, 
which is recognized as difficult. 

Another relevant issue that characterizes a latent dysfunction is the idea of linguistic 

purism or nationalism. Similarly, the nationalistic attitude of Icelanders describes the 

behaviour of not sharing Icelandic with others, as many Icelanders believe it should be 
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exclusive to Icelandic native speakers or flawless native-like speakers; it is considered to be a 

fragile language that can be damaged by language contact (Skaptadóttir & Innes, 2016; 
Trililani, 2015). This particular dysfunction builds a wall between immigrants and native 

Icelanders that separates them and hinders the goal of effective social interaction and 

integration. The illustration below depicts this clearly.  

 

Figure 4. A latent dysfunction: A walled seesaw model separating immigrants and locals in 
the use of Icelandic 

Based on various research, immigrants who are learning and attempting to use Icelandic 

with Icelanders are marginalized due to their different pronunciations, distinctive accents, 
and grammatical inaccuracies (Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir, 2016; Skaptadóttir & Innes, 

2016; Trililani, 2015; Zackrisson, 2010). According to these researchers, the nationalistic or 
purist attitude of native Icelanders in regard to their language is one of the reasons 

immigrants have experienced social exclusion. Exclusion creates a wall that hinders 

immigrants’ interaction, collaboration and social integration with Icelanders. Specifically, 
immigrants’ input or ideas are not taken seriously by their colleagues, and their employers 

overlook their educational degrees and mistrust their competency due to their lack of 

Icelandic language skills (Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir, 2016). The wall that separates 
immigrants from native Icelanders is obvious when Icelanders use the derogatory phrase 

“Helvítis útlendingur,” which translates to “Goddamn foreigner” (Christiansen & 

Kristjánsdóttir, 2016). 

In summary, from a functionalist perspective, learning and using Icelandic are social facts, 
necessities that immigrants need to procure. These social facts are the legal procurement of 

The obstacles of immigrants having 
different Icelandic pronunciations and 

distinctive accents, and using 
unavoidable grammatical mistakes, 
exclude them from Icelandic society.

A latent dysfunction
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residency and citizenship, and as a fulfilment of social functions – social interaction – at 

work, health establishments, school and other communities. Learning Icelandic as a social 
fact has observable or intentional consequences which are considered manifest functions, 

for instance, acquiring citizenship after passing the Icelandic test. Subsequently, unintended 

or unrecognized consequences (the latent function) in learning the language can produce 

personal fulfilment or the self-efficacy of the individual. On the other hand, the feeling of 
being excluded in social interactions due to lack of skill in Icelandic, which is a negative 

unintended consequence, is a latent dysfunction. 

3.1.3 Solidarity: Icelandic as a shared language and its goal of social integration 

“Instead of advocating a rupture between ‘us’ and ‘them’…Durkheim’s controversial 

endeavour showed what we have in common” (Weiss, 2018, p. 1). 

One of Durkheim’s most significant contributions to modern societies is the perception of 
finding similarities in differences, as emphasized in the aforementioned quote. This idea has 

been elaborated on in the previous section, which demonstrates the difference between 

“No-walled” and “Walled” seesaw models of functions and dysfunctions and explicitly 
illustrates the barriers experienced by immigrants. In the no-walled seesaw model, the 

intended and unintended favourable outcomes of immigrants using Icelandic are not only 

beneficial for immigrants but also to Icelandic society. For this reason, immigrants feel the 
need to be accepted and treated as equals in society (Burdikova et al., 2018; Christiansen & 

Kristjánsdóttir, 2016; Renner, 2010; Skaptadóttir & Innes, 2016; Trililani, 2015). Therefore, 

immigrants want to secure solidarity. “Solidarity is responsible for the sense of 
belongingness that individuals experience in social life” (Turner, 2006, p. 602). Belongingness 

generates a sense of security and contentment within a group, similar to how one feels 
stability and comfort with a family at home. In simple terms, solidarity is a common bond 
that creates a harmonious relationship. It holds a connotation of unity. 

In the light of connecting my research to the theory of functionalism, I am connecting the 
concept of Icelandic as a shared language to manifest functions and organic solidarity. 

Icelandic as a shared language is aligned with Durkheim’s perspective of finding what people 

have in common instead of focusing on the distinctions of individuals. The figure below 

shows the relation of Icelandic as a shared language to manifest functions and organic 

solidarity as these lead towards social integration. Furthermore, the concept of Icelandic as a 

shared language and its relationship to manifest functions and organic solidarity as these 

lead to social integration will be explained in three parts. 
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Figure 5. Icelandic as a shared language: Towards the goal of social integration 

Firstly, the idea of Icelandic as a shared language is connected to the concept of emphasizing 
the communicative aspect of the language rather than the language’s linguistic aspects 
(grammar, vocabulary, sentence structure and more). It is also inspired by Hymes (1971), 

who perceived the importance of communicative competence when he described it as 
“Knowing when and how to say what to whom” (as cited in Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 
2011, p. 115). This communicative emphasis does not neglect the linguistic aspects of a 

language, which are essential to expressing and constructing meaning, but they are given 

less priority than pragmatic, transactional aspects that support effective communication. 

Secondly, the manifest functions in this research are the intended goals of immigrants’ 
language learning and use of Icelandic. These intended goals are: To gain the rights of 

residency and citizenship; to learn, acquire and use Icelandic; to promote social interaction 
and social capital; and to promote social integration. These goals are the common objectives 

of the relevant institutions and of society (Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, 2008; 

Ministry of Justice, 2017; The Directorate of Immigration, 2016).  

The connection between the concept Icelandic as a shared language and the manifest 

functions is to point out language teaching techniques that are proven to support language 

learning for multicultural groups. The use of these teaching materials will help immigrants to 

learn the language and fulfil the manifest functions. These methods are: a) communicative 
teaching approaches, b) the use of authentic materials in teaching, and c) culturally 

responsive teaching, all of which are advocated by educational experts who emphasize the 
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value of multiculturalism in language teaching (Banks et al., 2001; Harmer & Thornbury, 

2013; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011; Nunan, 2003 and Savignon 
& Sysoyev, 2002). The connection of these approaches to the theory of functionalism 

regarding Icelandic as a shared language is elaborated below. 

In relevance to communicative approaches: Michael Halliday, a well-known English-born 

linguist, highlighted the functional nature and importance of human language through 
communicative activity, regarding language as “Foundational for the building of human 

experience” (as cited in Xia, 2014, p. 564). Through communication, people are able to 

express their ideas and relay meanings in order to operate or to function. As mentioned by 
Harmer & Thornbury (2013), language is functional, which includes “What you use language 

for, and how the language is delivered or conveyed “ – e.g. asking or providing 

directions/information, making commands/requests, inviting, promising, etc. With the 
communicative approach, the focus is not only on learning the language, but also on using 

the various functions of language in order to learn it. Halliday also suggests that language is 

“Fundamentally social”, which implies that memorizing the grammatical structure of a 
language is not enough to be able to interact in a communication exchange (as cited in 
Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011, p. 114). 

Therefore, communicative approaches, the use of authentic materials, and culturally 
responsive teaching are among the approaches that support language learning, not only 
inside the classroom, but also outside it. Additionally, these approaches incorporate 

activities and materials that are connected to the real lives of the learners. These 

approaches further support the connection of the concept of Icelandic as a shared language 

to manifest functions by means of advocating relevant language teaching that fosters 
Icelandic language learning on a communicative, not just linguistic, level. 

Thirdly and lastly, the last concept in the figure is organic solidarity and social integration. 
In modern societies, people have different careers or professions. Different institutions – 

government, education, health, religion, media, businesses, etc. – have different functions in 

society. However, their interdependence is necessary to the existence and development of 

society, as Durkheim perceives a society as a whole composed of interconnecting parts 

(Pope, 1975). Individuals’ different professions are known as specializations. Organic 

solidarity means that individuals contribute differently to the division of labour through their 

areas of specialization, yet are interdependent to keep the society functioning (Muller, 

1994). In relevance, migration generally brings advantages to the receiving countries, 

especially in terms of labour markets, public funds and economic development (Organization 

for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2014). It is evident in Iceland that the 
immigrant population is increasing. According to statistics, the record shows that there were 
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50.272 immigrants in Iceland in 2019, comprising 14.1% of the total Icelandic population 

(Statistics Iceland, 2019a). 

In connection with the idea of Icelandic as a shared language, there is a significant reason 
why the use of Icelandic should be accessible to immigrants: To effectively communicate and 

promote social interaction in society. It is important to realize and recognize the shift of 

perspective in the direction of a communicative function of Icelandic, as opposed to a 
nationalistic or purist perspective that creates a wall that hinders the immigrants’ ability to 

learn and use the language.  

Therefore, promoting Icelandic as a shared language anticipates removing the wall of 
cultural and linguistic differences that currently separate local Icelanders from immigrants. 

In addition, promoting a shared language will allow local Icelanders and immigrants to work 

together towards similar goals of using and preserving Icelandic, and will enhance the 

balancing pendulum of social integration.  
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4 Methodology 

This chapter elaborates on the methodology used in the research. It contains the following 
sections: Research design, research purpose and inquiries, sampling strategy, participants, 

data collection and analysis, credibility, limitation, and ethical issues. The goal of the 

research is to provide understanding of how immigrants learn Icelandic and use it in their 
communities, and to identify approaches that can effectively support social integration 

through language learning. 

4.1 Phenomenological research design 
The research method is qualitative in nature, which means that it has the following 

characteristics:  

• acquiring the data in a natural setting 

• the role of the researcher being to collect data and make meaning of a studied 

phenomenon based on participant experiences 

• data analysis including multiple investigation, thematic or categorization of 

information 

• applying researcher’s reflexivity in order to reveal the researcher’s beliefs, previous 
experiences and knowledge that may shape data interpretation 

• considering a multidimensional lens to understand the holistic view of the problem 

studied (Creswell, 2014) 

The phenomenological design applied in this research provides a detailed description and 

interpretation of the actual or lived experiences of the participants in order to understand 
the meaning of these experiences (McMillan, 2012). Phenomenological research is 

conducted “By exploring what was experienced and how it was experienced” (Neubauer, 

Witkop, & Varpio, 2019, p. 91). In other words, the researcher’s role is to capture in data the 
participants’ lived experiences of phenomena the way they encountered it in their effort to 

make meaning of these experiences. 

The strategies used in implementing the phenomenological research were systematized 
in six steps. The first five steps were: 1) the researcher develops the question; 2) a plan is 

developed to see the availability of appropriate participants; 3) information or data are 

obtained through observations; 4) interviews or written descriptions and 5) data are 

analysed by coding and categorizing the information (Byrne, 2001). The sixth step is the use 

of multiple strategies to evaluate the accuracy and credibility of research findings (Creswell, 

2014). 
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4.2 Research goal 
The goal is to (1) provide understanding of how immigrants learn Icelandic and use it in their 
communities, and (2) identify approaches that can support social integration through 

language learning. How immigrants learn and use Icelandic and the adaptive language 

learning approaches is investigated in an effort to understand the significance of the 
connecting experiences of immigrants, Icelandic, locals, and the Icelandic society. 

4.3 Sampling strategy 
Purposeful and snowball sampling were the strategies used to find participants. In 

purposeful sampling, the researcher strategically looks for participants who can give rich 

information about the topic being studied (McMillan, 2012). Snowball sampling is a type of 

purposeful sampling, but the procedure involves asking people if they know someone or 
more individuals who can contribute good information about the topic (Patton, 2002). 

With the use of purposeful and snowball sampling strategies, I contacted participants 
through the recommendations of other participants, or of other fellow Filipinos. I 
individually interviewed 10 Filipino-born immigrants who live outside the capital area and 

who have taken two or more Icelandic language courses between 2010 and 2020. The 
reason for purposeful sampling was to find participants who have taken more than two 

courses between 2010 and 2020, in order to investigate their recent experiences in learning 

and using Icelandic in Icelandic society. I chose Filipinos as my participants as we share the 
same languages and norms of communication. In addition, there are 1,754 Filipinos in 

Iceland and they are the third largest group of immigrants after Poles and Lithuanians 
(Statistics Iceland, 2018b). I conducted the interviews in a mixture of the Bisaya/Cebuano, 

Tagalog and English languages, all representative of ways in which we normally 

communicate.  

4.4 Participants 
The research sampling consisted of 10 native-born Filipino immigrants who live outside the 

capital area of Iceland. The demographic information of research participants is presented in 

the table below, and is categorized by age, gender, citizenship, educational background, 
years in Iceland, Icelandic language courses attended, occupation, and self-appraisal of their 

level of Icelandic language-speaking skills. All participants except one claimed to have 
efficient English skills alongside fluency in their native Filipino languages. 
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Table 1. Demographic information of 10 native-born Filipino immigrants 

 

The 10 native-born Filipino immigrants – seven female and three male – who participated in 

the research vary in age from 20 to 55 years old: five were between 20 and 30 years old, 
three were between 31 and 40, and two participants were 40+ years old. Eight of the 
participants are Filipino citizens, while two have already acquired Icelandic citizenship. 

Educational backgrounds varied: One high school graduate, two with unfinished university 

degrees, two completed vocational qualifications, and five finished their bachelor’s degree. 

Their length of stay living in Iceland ranged from less than two years to 21 years: One had 

been living in Iceland for 21 years, one for 18 years, two for 6–8 years, four for 3–5 years and 

two for less than two years. In terms of formal Icelandic language education: Two attended 

only two Icelandic language courses, three attended three courses, and five participants 

attended 4–5 courses. Participants’ occupations included: six factory workers, two health 

care providers or health care assistants and two restaurant staffs. Eight participants 
admitted that their general level of proficiency in Icelandic was that of a beginner, while two 

participants evaluated their level as intermediate/advanced.  
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4.5 Data collection 
Data were collected through individual in-depth interviews using semi-structured interview 
questions. In-depth interviews are a type of qualitative interview referred to as a 

conversation between interviewer and participant (Lichtman, 2013). Certain tasks were 

considered before, during and after the interview process, as recommended by Lichtman 
(2013). This includes planning, organizing the beginning of the interview, the body of the 

interview and the end of the interview, and organizing the post-interview tasks (Lichtman, 

2013). In addition, in the process of developing the semi-structured questions, the various 
types of questions suggested by Lichtman (2013) were considered, such as: Specific 

questions, comparison or contrast questions, questions to introduce new elements, and 

closing questions. 

The outline of the interview questions was closely related to the goal of the research and 
divided into four categories: 1) to investigate the learning experiences of immigrants, 2) to 

explore their experiences in using Icelandic, 3) to inquire about the advantages of using 

Icelandic as an immigrant, and 4) to identify the benefits of using Icelandic. Sample interview 
questions are shown in Table 2: 

Table 2. Sample of interview questions 
I. Learning Icelandic 
1) How can you describe your current Icelandic language ability? 
2) What language do you use to help you learn Icelandic? 
3) What year(s) did you attend Icelandic language courses? 
4) How was your learning experience? 
5) Who pays for the course/s? 
6) Was the course worth or not worth for the money spent, why? 
7) What motivates or encourages you to learn Icelandic? 

A. Teaching approaches connected to learning Icelandic 
1) Can you describe the characteristics of your favourite Icelandic language teacher? 
2) Can you describe your least favourite characteristics of Icelandic language teacher? 
3) What kind of learning activity you enjoy most? 
4) What kind of learning activity you did not like? 
5) How did the course help you in using Icelandic? 
6) How can teachers improve their way of teaching Icelandic? 

 
II. Using Icelandic in communities 
1) Which part of the day are you using Icelandic? 
2) Which do you prefer to communicate in Icelandic; Icelanders, your fellow countrymen or other foreigners speaking Icelandic, 

why?  
3) How do you handle a conversation when you have difficulty in understanding Icelandic? 

A. Benefits of using Icelandic 
4) What are the advantages of using Icelandic in the Icelandic community? 
5) What are the disadvantages of not using Icelandic in the Icelandic community? 
6) What do you wish all Icelanders should do when they are talking to you in Icelandic? 

 

The location of the interview was set according to the participants’ choice of 

convenience. One participant was interviewed at her home, three participants were 
interviewed at a coffee house, and six participants were interviewed via video call due to 

geographical distance. The length of the interviews varied from 30 minutes to 1 hour and 40 
minutes. Since the interview is semi-structured and open-ended, the length of participants´ 
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responses varied according to their different experiences and the amount of information 

they wanted to share – some talked a lot about an experience, while others talked 
noticeably less. Nine of the participants were interviewed in February 2020 and one was 

interviewed on the 14th of March 2020. 

Before starting each interview, all participants verbally granted permission for me to 

audio-record the conversation and to analyse their responses for research purposes. 
Participants were informed of the purpose of the interview, what would be done with their 

information, the potential audience of the research, and of measures taken to respect their 

confidentiality. The participants were also informed before committing to the interview that 
the intended time for the interview would be around 40 to 60 minutes, depending on the 

length of their responses.  

4.6 Data analysis 
After the interview, the audio recordings were transcribed and translated from Filipino 

languages into English writing. To anonymize the data, pseudonyms were assigned to all 

participants using colour names in the Filipino language to replace their real names. These 
were also used during data analysis and to reveal the research findings. The pseudonyms 

are: Asul, Berde, Bughaw, Dilaw, Ginto, Kahel, Lila, Pilak, Pula, and Rosas. 

Strategies and steps of interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) were applied to 
dig deeper into the interpretation of data. After transcription, I bracketed some of my 

thoughts and reflections from during and after the interview as side-notes on the document. 
After transcribing all of the immigrants’ recordings, I repeatedly revisited the documents 

individually before proceeding to the process of coding and categorizing the data.  

The role of the researcher as an analyst is significant in analysing the data. For that 

reason, Miller & Minton (2016) emphasize the importance of reflexivity, in order for the 
researcher to be aware of their preconceptions. My preconceptions have been already 

revealed in the “Positionality of the researcher” section that can be found in the 

introduction of this thesis.  

As I worked with the interpretative phenomenological analysis procedure, I used the 

following methods to generate data: a) reading and re-reading, b) developing emergent 

themes, c) connecting the themes, d) clustering of themes and table of themes, e) 

developing the final theme, and f) writing up and taking interpretations to deeper levels 

(Miller & Minton, 2016; Smith & Osborn, 2009). 

Simultaneously, the way I analysed the data based on the guidelines above is as follows: 

Firstly, after doing a series of re-reads of the data, I wrote a memo containing my comments 

and reactions to participants’ responses, to separate my ideas from the data. Secondly, I 
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highlighted participants’ important statements and started to colour-code their favourable 

and less favourable experiences. Thirdly, I looked for patterns of sequence, similarities, 
differences and emerging themes based on the participants’ responses, Fourthly, I 

categorized these experiences into several themes that emerged from the recurring 

experiences and included my interpretation for each category (as shown in Table 3). Fifthly, 

the main themes were developed, together with sub-themes that made up the final table of 
themes. Lastly, interpretations were formalized and put into writing. 

Below is a sample table of how I categorized and interpreted two participants’ data to 

identify emerging themes. This table contains one topic (experience in learning Icelandic) out 
of four topics (experience in learning Icelandic, teaching approaches, use of Icelandic, and 

benefits of Icelandic):  

Table 3. Sample table of categorizing emerging themes and interpretation from 
immigrants' experiences 

Topic Experience in learning Icelandic 

Immigrant 
participants 

Berde Kahel 

Sequence Motivation or encouragement to learn Icelandic  

Raw answers 
from 
participants 

I was encouraged to learn Icelandic because of my work as 
a healthcare provider. 

First of all, for my citizenship because it is one of 
the requirements. Secondly, to communicate with 
other people. 

Interpretation   

Researcher’s 
interpretation 
according to 
participant’s 
experience 

Was encouraged to learn Icelandic because of her work 
position. 

 

Motivations to learn Icelandic are to fulfil the 
requirements of Icelandic citizenship and to 
communicate with others. 

Theme Importance of being able to communicate in Icelandic  

Raw answers 
from 
participants 

People will start to understand you and they won´t laugh at 
you, they also cannot talk bad about you. It is also good that 
I can share my thoughts to them as well. For example, when 
talking to elderly people, they were able to understand me, 
and I was able to understand them. 

When I was new here, I don´t understand anything 
and people were talking badly behind my back. So, 
I try my best to learn Icelandic so I can 
communicate to them. 

 

Interpretation   

Researcher’s 
interpretation 
according to 
participant’s 
experience 

Being able to express one’s opinion in an understandable 
way is significant to communication. Sharing one’s thoughts 
without judgement, especially in interacting with the elderly, 
had built a pleasant connection between the immigrant and 
the people at work. 

Motivation to learn Icelandic is to procure the 
requirement for Icelandic citizenship. Another 
reason for encouragement to learn Icelandic is to 
understand the people who were talking badly 
about the immigrant because it was disappointing 
not to understand what other people were saying. 

Similarity Whether the course is worth the money  

Raw answers 
from 
participants 

Yes. It is worth it because I have learned more. Especially 
now, I learned a lot of things, then I start to understand how 
to use it correctly. 

Yes, it is worth it, especially in communicating 
Icelandic to those who cannot speak English. 

Interpretation   

Researcher’s 
interpretation 
according to 

Both consider the course valuable because it helped them 
with their communication in real life situations 

 



 

44 

participant’s 
experience  

Difference Favourite part of learning Icelandic  

Raw answers 
from 
participants 

I really like it when I start to construct my own sentences. In class, I meet different people from different 
countries, and we talk about our different cultures 
and we come to get to know each other. 

Interpretation   

Researcher’s 
interpretation 
according to 
participant’s 
experience 

Likes constructing one’s own sentences in Icelandic. Likes socializing with other people from different 
countries and knowing about their different 
cultures. 

 

 

Plotting the immigrants’ experiences guided me in separating their raw experiences from my 

own interpretation of their experiences. I found this useful in reviewing their statements and 

for checking whether my analysis is close to or far from immigrants’ actual experiences. 

After categorizing and developing the emerging themes, main themes were created, 

aligned with sub-themes, and were fundamentally guided by the four research questions. A 
sample table of the analysis is presented below: 

Table 4. Main themes and sub-themes 

Themes Sub-themes and immigrants’ statements 
1. Icelandic language learning 

experience Favourable learning experiences 

Sample statement: Dilaw 

I feel proud of myself when I was able to communicate in Icelandic. I realize that I learned 
something, it makes me happy. 

Less favourable experiences 

Sample statement: Lila 

The thing is, if we students have questions or confusions, then the teacher could not 
explain furthermore. Maybe the teacher wanted to elaborate but had difficulty in 
explaining it. 

2. Learners’ viewpoints on 
Icelandic language teaching 
approaches 

Effective approaches 

Sample statement: Ginto 

Group work activity where we need to speak Icelandic. It was fun because we were 
challenged to use Icelandic. 

Less effective approaches 

Sample statement: Asul 

The teacher teaches mostly through books. Sometimes, it could be the reason that our 
learning experience was boring. 

3. Learners’ expectations and 
learning proposals Expectations 

Sample statement: Asul 

I am expecting it to be fun with lots of games, not only learning inside the classroom but 
also learning outside the classroom, going out, practicing Icelandic. 

Proposals 

Sample: Dilaw 

What I missed about learning at home [Philippines], were the quizzes after each meeting, 
not only orally, but also in written form, to assess what the students have learned. I could 
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have liked that as we learn the language because I will be challenged to study, participate 
and listen to the discussion so I can answer the test later on. It would have been good if 
teachers will give a short test like a 20-minute written exercise, just to wrap up what we 
have learned during the time. 

 
4. The importance of considerate 

social interaction The supportive Icelandic language speakers 

Sample statement: Pula 

I would prefer to speak with Icelanders. I learn more from them, the grammatical usage 
and the pronunciation. 

Sample statement: Asul 

I like to talk Icelandic with fellow immigrants because they talk so clearly, but Icelanders, 
sometimes it is difficult to understand the way they pronounce some words. 

 

Characteristics of considerate Icelandic language speakers 

Sample statement: Pilak 

Someone who does not judge or discriminate. One who is considerate to give you answers 
even if your sentence is incorrect, they will not make fun at you or criticize you. 

5. The impact of encouraging and 
discouraging experiences on 
immigrants using Icelandic  

Encouraging experiences from the workplace 

Sample statement: Rosas 

I have a good feeling speaking Icelandic at work. My employer really helped me a lot to 
learn Icelandic. He talks to me in Icelandic most of the time. When I was new, he will ask 
me to do some work, then he will say the word in Icelandic and acts it out to demonstrate 
what he meant. He only uses English if I have difficulty understanding what he says. 

Discouraging experiences with strangers 

Sample statement: Bughaw 

Sometimes if I talk to them in Icelandic, they will just laugh at me or they will say 
something rude that makes me feel bad. 

 
6. The role of Icelandic: Its 

common benefits to 
immigrants, locals and the 
Icelandic society 

 

The benefits of Icelandic to immigrants‘ growth and mobility  

Sample statement: Pula 

The importance of being able to use Icelandic is to know the Icelandic rules. We need to 
know Icelandic so we will know how to act accordingly, to know when we are right and 
wrong. 

The benefits of sharing Icelandic 

Sample statement: Rosas 

Trust in between people. Good communication leads to respect, that is number one, 
respect with one another. 

 

The six main themes that were constructed after categorizing the emerging themes were: 1) 

Icelandic language learning experience; 2) learners’ viewpoints on Icelandic language 

teaching approaches; 3) learners’ expectations and learning proposals; 4) the importance of 
considerate social interaction; 5) the impact of encouraging and discouraging experiences on 

immigrants using Icelandic; and 6) the role of Icelandic language – common benefits to 

immigrants, locals and the Icelandic society. Sub-themes were also developed under each 

main theme to provide detailed answers to the research questions. Table 5 provides an 
overview of all themes and sub-themes. 
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4.7 Credibility 
McMillan (2012, p. 302) defined credibility as “the extent to which data, data analysis 

and conclusions are accurate and trustworthy”. Trustworthiness is an important 

consideration when producing academic resources and materials in order to ensure 

credibility. Creswell (2014) recommends the use of multiple strategies to evaluate the 
accuracy of findings and also to reveal that accuracy to readers. The strategies that I used for 

the credibility of my research were: Triangulation, member checking, thick description of the 

development of themes, self-reflection/positionality of the researcher, and peer debriefing 
(Creswell, 2014; McMillan, 2012). 

“Triangulation is a technique that seeks convergence of findings, cross-validation, among 

different sources and methods of data collection” (McMillan, 2012, p. 303). As a method of 

triangulation, some interview questions overlapped, resulting in the repetition of 
participants’ answers. In addition, two or more immigrants have had identical experiences, 

which supports the validity of the findings. Another method to check the credibility of my 

data is member checking. McMillan (2012) stated that “Member checking is completed 
when the researcher asks the participants to review interpretations and conclusions, and the 

participants confirm the findings” (p. 303). I asked two research participants during the final 

analysis stage to review my transcription and compare my interpretation from it. The 
immigrant agreed that the data coincided. Additionally, providing thick or detailed 

descriptions of data analysis is an important part of data verification (Creswell, 2014). The 

reason for explaining in detail how I analysed my data and how the themes were developed 

in the preceding section is to provide the readers with procedural clarity to establish 
credibility. Furthermore, the positionality of the researcher – which is described in more 

detail in the introduction – clarifies my preconceptions as a researcher. Finally, a peer 
debriefing was also carried out to examine the ambiguity in the process of my data analysis. 

The peer who did this, who is an international marketing graduate and is enthusiastic about 

languages, compared my participants’ answers to my developed themes and found a 
coherence of interpretation and result.  

4.8 Ethical issues 
Ethical issues occur prior to conducting the study and when beginning the study, collecting 

data, analysing data and reporting, sharing, and storing data (Creswell, 2014). According to 

Lichtman (2013), examples of ethical conduct that researchers should be mindful of are: 

Doing no harm, privacy and anonymity, confidentiality, informed consent, rapport, non-

intrusiveness and data interpretation.  
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One of my greatest concerns regarding ethical conduct is to protect the confidentiality of 

my participants. Two of the participants were people I know but whom I rarely have contact 
with, and the remaining eight were selected from snowball references. To keep 

confidentiality, I did not mention any participants’ names to others; I interviewed the 

participants individually by following the semi-structured outline, and I used pseudonyms 

while working on the data. 

It is worth mentioning my emotional attachment to the study, as an immigrant and as an 

Icelandic language learner, which influenced the design of this research. By situating my 

positionality as a researcher and doing the interpretative phenomenological analysis, I made 
efforts to acknowledge and take distance from my own preconceptions. Nevertheless, these 

preconceptions may still be reflected in my interpretation of data and subsequent 

understandings. 

4.9 Limitations  
One limitation of the research is the racial homogeneity of the participants, who are all 

Filipino immigrants. This affects the transferability of the results to other contexts. 
Transferability “Refers to the appropriateness of applying the results to other contexts and 

settings” (McMillan, 2012, p. 305). In relevance to my research, the findings cannot be easily 

generalised to immigrants of other nationalities in other contexts. Another limitation is that 
Filipinos are generally English speakers, as English is taught early in Filipino preschools and 

primary schools. Hence, most research participants considered the use of English necessary 

to aid Icelandic language instruction, especially for beginners. This may not be the case for 

immigrants and language learners of other nationalities. I also had difficulty stopping my 
participants’ stories as I found myself indulging in the fun of the conversation. 
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5 Research findings 

Research findings are organized in connection to the research questions and emerging 
themes. With the intention of presenting the results of the study in detail, six main themes 

were developed, and two sub-themes were created under each theme. The research 

findings will be presented in this manner:  

Table 5. List of themes and sub-themes 

Themes Sub-themes 
1. Icelandic language learning experience 

Favourable learning experiences 

Less favourable learning experiences 
2. Learners’ viewpoints on Icelandic language teaching 

approaches Effective teaching approaches 

Less effective teaching approaches 
3. Learners’ expectations and learning proposals 

Learning expectations 

Learning proposals 
4. The importance of considerate social interaction 

The supportive Icelandic language speakers 

Characteristics of considerate Icelandic language speakers 
5. The impact of encouraging and discouraging 

experiences on immigrants using Icelandic  Encouraging experiences from the workplace 

Discouraging experiences with strangers 
6. The role of Icelandic – common benefits to immigrants, locals 
and the Icelandic society 

 
The benefits of Icelandic to immigrants‘ growth and mobility 

The benefits of sharing Icelandic  

 

5.1 Icelandic language learning experience 
The immigrants’ learning experiences are divided into two sub-themes: Favourable learning 
experiences and less favourable learning experiences. Favourable learning experiences 

include: The usefulness of the courses they have attended, whether the courses enhanced 

their confidence, self-fulfilment in learning the language, and being involved in interesting 
classroom activities. Less favourable experiences include: Unattained learning outcomes 

from the language courses and lack of teacher initiative for student involvement. 

In order for readers to make meaning of the quantifying words that are used in 
explaining the research findings, the number of immigrant participants is represented by 

designated quantifiers as presented below: 

•  Most: 8–10 participants or language learners 
• Some: 6–7 participants or language learners 
• Half: Five participants or language learners 
• Few: Four or fewer participants or language learners 
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The immigrants’ learning experiences are divided into two sub-themes: Favourable learning 

experiences and less favourable learning experiences. Favourable learning experiences 
included: The usefulness of the courses they have attended, whether the courses enhanced 

their confidence, self-fulfilment in learning the language, and being involved in interesting 

classroom activities. Less favourable experiences included: Unattained learning outcomes 

from the language courses and lack of teacher initiative for student involvement. 

5.1.1 Favourable learning experiences 

Most immigrants concurred that Icelandic language courses were worth their time and 

money because they could apply what they had learned inside the classroom to the real 
world, especially when communicating with Icelandic speakers who did not speak English. 

Some of them claimed that being able to communicate in Icelandic boosted their self-

confidence, and they were happy to observe such self-fulfilment. Dilaw said: “I feel proud of 
myself when I was able to communicate in Icelandic. I realize that I learned something, it 

makes me happy.” Two of the immigrants stated that they were highly satisfied with the 

Icelandic courses they had attended. One of them had taken two courses, the other had 
taken five courses, and both of them had been in Iceland for 18-21 years. Rosas said that the 

Icelandic courses were useful: “Not only I can start to communicate with people, but it also 

added to my-self-confidence.” Berde also confirmed that the courses were worth the time 
and expense, especially in learning many things and starting to understand how Icelandic 

grammar works. 

With regards to their experience as language learners and their perspective on their 
language teachers, one favourite aspect of an immigrants’ language teacher approach is 

summarising the previous lesson, as it boosts students’ memories of the previous lesson. 

“When a teacher repeats what we have learned another day… I have a better chance to 

remember the lesson” (Pilak). One student pointed out that receiving a compliment from a 

teacher is fulfilling and uplifting. As Ginto said: “I like to participate because it is how I learn. 

If I do it right, then the teacher compliments me, and that is encouraging.” 

Another positive learning experience is derived from Pula’s experience. Pula had taken 

two Icelandic language courses, one in 2003 and another in 2020. 

I like everything. Learning conversations in Icelandic, exchanging questions and 

answers. I remember that activity was very interesting. For example, we were 

asked to talk to each other then we have to write what we have talked about. I 
liked it and I found it interesting because I like to learn to speak and write in 

Icelandic. 
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5.1.2 Less favourable learning experiences 

A language learner who took four Icelandic language courses (from 2012 to 2015) expressed 

disappointment about the learning experiences. She claimed that she was able to 
communicate in Icelandic, not because of Icelandic courses she attended, but because she 

practiced speaking Icelandic to a Thai co-worker who cannot speak English. Moreover, she 

also indicated that students had a limited amount of time when they were learning Icelandic 
and that the explanations provided by their teacher were insufficient for them to understand 

the lesson. As Pula stated: 

I definitely did not learn Icelandic from the Icelandic language courses I had 
attended. I learned Icelandic by speaking to a Thai woman who does not know 

English, she was constantly talking to me in Icelandic at work, and that is how I 

learned the language… I think the teachers were trying to teach everything 
necessary, but we did not have enough time to cover the lesson and the 

explanations that were given in the instruction were difficult to understand.  

Another less favourable learning experience was also reported in a context where 
students were not regularly asked to participate and interact with others. With regards to 

the classroom atmosphere, Dilaw mentioned that the lack of student involvement impacted 

students’ language learning in the class: “I had a teacher who relied merely on books, I found 
it dull and boring to be in the class as an adult.” When students were silent, language 

teachers misinterpreted the situation and believed that their students were following the 
lessons, resulting in less achievement of learners’ outcomes. Lila observed that if they were 
in a group of students who constantly asked questions of the teacher, they were able to 

learn more compared to when they were in a group of shy students who were unwilling to 
ask questions. Lila suggested that the teacher lacked effective interactive strategies for 
engaging students and enhancing participation. 

What I have observed was our learning will depend on student’s participation. If 
we keep on asking questions, then the teacher was obliged to answer. From 
another experience, where students were shy to ask, the teacher will just 

proceed delivering her lesson. So, I was more knowledgeable when my 
classmates ask a lot of questions. In addition, I was also encouraged to ask my 

own questions, unlike when I was with a group of shy learners.  

Another less favourable language learning experience occurred when teachers and 
students relied heavily on using English in the classroom, thus restricting the practice of 

Icelandic. Bughaw recalled: “Most of my classmates speak English, and they use it frequently 
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in the classroom. It was disappointing, it could have been helpful if everyone is practicing 

speaking Icelandic inside the classroom.” 

5.2 Learners’ viewpoints on Icelandic language teaching approaches 
The majority of participants experienced diverse teaching approaches from various teachers, 

and found that this spectrum of approaches made learning the language enjoyable. They 
also identified common obstacles to their learning, such as: The teacher lacking English skills 

to aid the Icelandic instruction, or the teacher talking too fast, which made lessons difficult 

to understand. In this section, both effective and less effective teaching approaches are 
presented.  

5.2.1 Effective teaching approaches and teacher characteristics 

• Use of multiple learning materials to increase student engagement 

• Use of formative assessment methods like quizzes to check students’ learning 
performance, which makes language learning challenging and engaging for the 

students 

• Using only Icelandic in the learning context 

Firstly, the primary learning materials that learners found favourable and engaging were: 
Online games, board games or classroom games; working in pairs or in groups; activities 

involving speaking, writing, reading and listening; vocabulary-building, role-playing with 
proper instruction; incorporation of music and lyrics; and outdoor unwinding activities to 

practice speaking Icelandic and visiting a museum. Accordingly, some learners took pleasure 
in having a teacher who facilitated various activities that increased students’ engagement in 
the process of learning Icelandic.  

Secondly, teachers’ well-rounded competence increased students’ learning. Most of 
them experienced a teacher who delivered the lesson very well both in English and Icelandic. 

Learners learned from the teachers who were resourceful and flexible in delivering lessons. 

Some of them found this particular characteristic of a teacher approachable and 
accommodating, and they were more encouraged to learn Icelandic. Thus, they were more 

encouraged in their own learning, as they were not afraid to ask questions, even in English, 

when confusion arose. They concurred that it made their Icelandic learning more attainable. 

Thirdly, monitoring students’ learning performance makes language learning challenging 

and is a good determinant of students’ learning progress. Most learners found speaking 

activities challenging and exciting, especially when they were asked to converse in pairs, 
compete for a guessing game in groups or perform activities that required collaboration. 

Language learners acknowledged that these were some of their favourite activities. 
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Additionally, written exercises were also favourable activities that encouraged learners to 

think and write. Specific written activities that were mentioned by half of them: Formulating 
sentences, story-based question-and-answer tasks, multiple-choice, and grammatical 

exercises. 

Additionally, Kahel mentioned that being assigned homework was a good way to 

enhance learning, because it allowed them to recall what they had learned in the classroom. 
Kahel also indicated that it was useful when a teacher prompted students to speak “Only in 

Icelandic” in the class, since this encouraged them to practice speaking Icelandic in a safe 

place, inside the classroom. 

5.2.2 Less effective teaching approaches and teacher characteristics 

The majority of language learners emphasized that some of the less effective teaching 

approaches they encountered were:  

• a teacher who talked too fast in explaining the lesson in Icelandic 

• a teacher who struggled to incorporate English explanations to support Icelandic 

language instruction 

Most of the students think that English, being the global language, is necessary to support 

the explanations of Icelandic lessons, so that students can gain a better understanding of the 

language they are trying to learn. Additionally, a few language learners found that 
monotonous activities like over-reliance on a book, frequently doing workbook activities, 
repetitive use of online games, and lecture-style strategies were less engaging and less 

effective for learning Icelandic. Dilaw expressed dissatisfaction with too much use of online 

language games, and explained that the learning experience became less motivating when 

certain questions were left unanswered: 

I think it is fine to use it but overusing it will become boring. For example, there 

were times that the game was too repetitive and time-consuming, we did not 

move to another topic. I can also observe my fellow learners being bored of 

playing the same game all over again… I was discouraged by my previous 

teacher’s way of teaching. There were times that I was not motivated to attend 

the class. I was not encouraged, and my questions were not answered during the 

instructions. Teaching adults is different than teaching younger students, a 

teacher needs to know how to accommodate their adult students. 

Additionally, a few of them expressed that childlike classroom activities – which include 

singing, dancing, and acting – were awkward to perform. Learners also mentioned that 
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sometimes a teacher was prone to spoon-feeding them with information that they found 

unchallenging, unexciting, and more fitting for elementary pupils. One recalled a specific 
learning experience that he did not like: “Role-playing and then dancing, it was awkwardly 

childish. I felt like it did not fit towards what I am supposed to learn.” Another immigrant 

chuckled as she recalled one similar awkward experience: “Singing ABCD in Icelandic like 

children commonly do.” Activities like these, which were perceived by adults as childish, 
minimized their motivation in language learning. 

5.3 Learners’ expectations and learning proposals  
The purpose of exploring learners’ various expectations and their learning proposals is to 

provide Icelandic language educators with ideas to distinguish their learning demands and to 

review some proposals that can enhance Icelandic language instruction for learners from 
diverse backgrounds. The sub-topics will provide a detailed explanation of the Filipino 

immigrant participants’ learning expectations and their learning proposals. 

5.3.1 Learning expectations 

Common learning expectations of the learners are to build their vocabulary skills, to practice 
the correct use of grammar, and to develop their communication and writing skills. These 

are their goals primarily because they want to improve their understanding and effectively 

communicate in Icelandic to people within the community. As an example, Pula claimed that 
one learning expectation was for teachers “To teach not only about grammar but also to 

teach how us how to write”. Similarly, Berde’s learning expectation was “To know how to 
write appropriately, communicate and understand in Icelandic”. Both of them are health 

care providers and they claimed that writing in Icelandic was of substantial importance to 

their line of work. 

Consequently, Lila’s learning expectation was more on grammar: “Vocabulary is not that 

complicated to learn, it is the grammar that is very confusing.” A similar learning expectation 
was also mentioned by Kahel: “To know how to use the sentences properly, without 
mistakes, like learning the correct usage of gender case because they have different 

functions.” In addition, Rosas also wanted “To learn more about grammar, to better 
understand Icelandic in order to communicate better with other people”. 

Asul, who attended four courses, expected that learning Icelandic would be fun and full 

of games and it should include activities like going outside the classroom to practice 

speaking Icelandic.  
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Hence, it is vital that teachers implement authentic activities that are attuned to adult 

learners’ needs and which build their vocabulary, grammar and communication skills, in a 
way that prepares them for everyday communication. 

5.3.2 Learning proposals 

Aside from learning expectations, participants also suggested learning proposals that they 

believe can support Icelandic language instruction. Asul suggested the importance of having 
homework, “So we can review what we have learned when we get home and work on the 

lesson, not just leaving empty-handed after each class, we will just forget what we have 

learned”. 

Additionally, Dilaw and Lila, who both earned a bachelor’s degree in the Philippines, 

compared their learning experience in their home country to Icelandic language instruction. 

Lila said: “The thing is, I can compare the way teaching was delivered at home and in here. 

Teachers use various kinds of teaching materials, multiple activities like different speaking 

activities to support the instruction. So, the use of more teaching materials to reinforce 

Icelandic language instruction is important.” Dilaw’s suggestion is aligned with Lila’s 

proposal, but here, what was discussed is the importance of a follow-up quiz after each 
lesson: 

What I missed about learning at home [in the Philippines], were the quizzes after 

each meeting, not only orally, but also in written form, just to assess what the 
students have learned. I would have liked that as we learn the language because 

I will be challenged to study, participate, and listen to the discussion so I can 
answer the test later on. It would have been good if teachers will give a short 

test like a 20-minute written exercise, just to wrap up what we have learned 

during the time.  

Subsequently, half of the immigrants participated in the study proposed the importance of 

incorporating English explanations into Icelandic language instruction. An interesting point is 

that some participants prefer Icelandic-only, which others prefer more use of English. 

Filipinos, who are mostly English-speaking, require explanations of Icelandic lessons in 

English in order to understand instruction and important grammatical rules, to overcome 

confusion and to be able to ask questions for better learning outcomes; this is especially true 

for beginner learners. Therefore, participants recommended that Icelandic course 

instructors be able to teach well in English and also use simple Icelandic in approaching their 

teaching. According to Dilaw, “Teachers need to explain well, even though they are not good 

in English, they need to find ways on how to explain things in simplest form, because not all 
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students can pick up the lesson right away”. Moreover, Ginto believes in the necessity of 

incorporating English to help English-speaking learners understand Icelandic lessons: “There 
were not a lot of English translations especially for beginners who do not understand any 

Icelandic.” Lastly, Pilak also recommended that teachers should “Teach slowly and talk 

slowly. It would be better to incorporate a little bit of English in order for us to understand 

what was being said”. Hence, Filipino immigrants, especially those who are at the beginning 
phase of learning Icelandic, can benefit from English explanation to aid Icelandic instruction, 

and providing them a slow explanation in Icelandic can support their Icelandic language 

learning in the classroom. 

5.4 The importance of considerate social interaction 
All immigrants who participated in the study value the relevance of effective communication 
in Icelandic. It is a collective goal they yearn to achieve. Some of them recognize that 

Icelandic is a necessity for adaptation into the Icelandic community. Consequently, they are 

comfortable speaking Icelandic to people whom they trust and who have the ability to 
accommodate them in their use of Icelandic. Frequently, immigrants who begin to speak 
Icelandic choose to interact with their close family and friends. However, some do not have 

that close connection with native Icelanders, and their most frequent exposure to Icelandic 
communication outside of language courses is at their place of work. Accordingly, the 

following sub-themes will present the experiences of immigrants in communicating with 

supportive Icelandic language speakers and describe what they believe are the 
characteristics of considerate Icelandic language speakers.  

5.4.1 The supportive Icelandic language speakers 

The people who usually encourage and support immigrants in speaking Icelandic are their 

family members. For half of the immigrants, their Icelandic spouses are their encouragement 

to speak in Icelandic and the ones who provide them a secure space to experiment with 

using Icelandic. For those who do not have Icelandic spouses, their children, who are 

attending Icelandic preschools and compulsory schools, are their encouragement to use 

Icelandic. Additionally, the immigrants made good use of practicing speaking Icelandic with 

their co-workers who encouraged them to speak Icelandic. For Ginto, the main support that 

one can get in communicating in Icelandic was from his co-workers, who became part of 

their social circle. Most of the immigrants prefer to practice Icelandic with these groups of 

people, as the groups provide a supportive environment free from judgment or humiliation.  

It is not only Icelanders who can provide support to the immigrants in developing their 

Icelandic speaking skills, but also their fellow Icelandic-speaking immigrants. Half of them 
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claimed that other groups of immigrants at their workplaces, such as those from Thailand, 

have clearer pronunciation and are easier to hear and understand compared to local 
Icelanders who use complex pronunciations. The immigrants also mentioned that they were 

more confident when speaking Icelandic with other immigrants because they could relate to 

other immigrants regarding the similarity of their Icelandic speaking level and their choice of 

basic vocabulary, and because they were not shy about using incorrect grammar when 
communicating with them. Additionally, their fellow Filipino immigrants can also inspire 

them to become fluent in Icelandic. Ginto said: “It is very impressive listening to your fellow 

immigrants speaking Icelandic, it motivates you to become as fluent as them in the future.” 

However, half of the participants claimed that they preferred to communicate with 
native Icelandic speakers, as they wanted to learn correct Icelandic pronunciation and 

grammar from them. Thus, both native and non-native Icelandic speakers influence 
immigrants’ motivation to learn Icelandic. 

5.4.2 Characteristics of considerate Icelandic language speakers 

Being able to communicate in Icelandic with people who accommodate one’s less perfect 

speaking ability is a common desire held by the study’s participants. Four of the immigrants 
appreciate when Icelanders encourage them in their use of Icelandic by correcting them 

properly instead of humiliating them. Dilaw said that “It is discouraging to talk with a 

perfectionist”. 

 Ginto and Kahel claim that it is a favourable characteristic if Icelandic language speakers 

are appreciative of their effort to speak the language, offer support and encourage them to 
continue speaking in Icelandic. Similarly, Lila and Berde appreciate an Icelandic speaker who 

can share jokes with them in order to help reduce the anxiety of making grammatical 
mistakes. Lila described the ideal person with whom to converse in Icelandic as someone 
who is “Funny, so I will not get nervous talking to that person in Icelandic”. Berde also 

described important characteristics of considerate Icelandic language speakers:  

Someone who can understand me and whom I can joke with. Just like my co-
worker, we tell jokes with each other. Someone who treats me like we are at the 

same level. One who knows to understand my effort, even if my Icelandic 
grammar is not properly correct, someone who is considerate.  

In other words, the immigrants are comfortable speaking with people who possess desirable 

characteristics and can support, encourage, and inspire them in their use of Icelandic. Most 
importantly, not humiliating immigrants for their imperfect language usage, and lightening 
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the mood to share an equal level of communication, are among the favourable 

characteristics that immigrants want to find in Icelandic speakers. 

5.5 The impact of encouraging and discouraging experiences to immigrants 
using Icelandic  
The immigrants’ experiences in using Icelandic, specifically in communicating with 

Icelanders, influence their motivation to learn Icelandic and development of their Icelandic 

language ability. Some people in the Icelandic community have had an encouraging effect on 

participants, while others have displayed discouraging behaviour towards participants that 

have negatively affected their willingness to learn and use Icelandic.  

The Filipino factory workers who participated in the study admired their employers and 
colleagues for supporting their learning and use of Icelandic. Those who encountered 

discouraging experiences with Icelandic strangers in the community, by contrast, 

experienced anxiety, as well as self-doubt about continuing to use Icelandic.  

 To understand the influence of these contrasting circumstances on participants, the sub-
themes of encouraging and discouraging experiences in their use of Icelandic are presented 

below. 

5.5.1 Encouraging experiences from the workplace 

All of the participants in the study felt encouraged and supported in learning and using 

Icelandic at their workplace. Work has been a safe place where they are able to use Icelandic 
with less anxiety about incorrect usage, as they are aware of the supportive responses from 

their co-workers when misunderstandings occur. Those working in factories, even though 
they do not have to communicate actively during work, all confirmed their confidence in 
using Icelandic at work. As Ginto mentioned, “It is very good to talk with my co-worker who 

is an Icelander because he teaches me how to say the words correctly”.  

Work is their comfort zone where people understand that the spontaneity of speaking 

Icelandic comes with mistakes. The immigrants feel supported in using Icelandic when they 

receive appropriate corrections without the feeling of being judged. Kahel added: “I am 

comfortable talking Icelandic at work because my co-workers know that I am still learning 

Icelandic and they gave me considerations.” Many immigrants admire their supervisors, 

department heads and co-workers, who often act as their language teachers. Pula, a health 

care provider, recollected her experience: 

If ever they [supervisor and colleagues] will not understand, they will ask me to 

repeat it. Sometimes they advise me to speak or pronounce the words slowly so 
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they can understand what I am trying to say. There is nothing I can complain 

against them, they are truly supportive. 

One relevant experience was narrated by Rosas, a factory worker. She claimed that her 

employer encouraged her and influenced her quick acquisition of Icelandic. Rosas mentioned 

that people recognized her sufficient Icelandic skills and told her that she was a “quick 

learner”. 

I have a good feeling speaking Icelandic at work. My employer really helped me a 

lot to learn Icelandic. He talks to me in Icelandic most of the time. When I was 

new, he will ask me to do some work, then he will say the word in Icelandic and 

acts it out to demonstrate what he meant. He only uses English if I have difficulty 

understanding what he says.  

When asked how immigrants handled the difficulty of understanding work meetings, Pula 

said, 

I am very keen of asking questions. I ask my colleagues to explain something that 

I don´t understand. When I am aware that I only understand 50% of the 

conversation, I ask, and they will provide the explanations. They explain it using 
simple words in Icelandic. When I have difficulty expressing, I still attempt to say 

it. They listen and also correct me when needed. 

Simultaneously, the immigrants find it valuable and beneficial when their company or 
employer offers to shoulder the expenses of their Icelandic language courses. Two 

immigrants were highly motivated to take the language courses, especially when their 

company offered to pay the expenses. They considered the opportunity a beneficial privilege 
which should be well utilized (Dilaw and Lila). Thus, the employer’s offer motivated them to 

persevere in learning the second language. “That is why I am very encouraged to take the 

courses and learn Icelandic, because the company provides us good opportunity to learn the 
language. It is a beneficial offer which one should take advantage of while working there” 

(Dilaw). Therefore, the workplace provides immigrants with a safe place to practice speaking 

Icelandic, and also offers them free Icelandic courses that can promote their Icelandic 
language learning. All of these experiences provide fundamental support for immigrants to 

continue developing their Icelandic language skills. 

5.5.2 Discouraging experiences with strangers 

Unfavourable communication with others discourages the immigrants’ adaptability and use 
of Icelandic. The fear of making grammatical mistakes or being humiliated can provoke 
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anxiety or discouragement in immigrants who are trying to communicate in Icelandic. 

“Sometimes, when I know the right usage, I feel fine, but I get nervous when I feel that I am 
not sure about the right usage” (Berde). Anxiety and discouragement are also common 

reasons that immigrants decide to speak English instead. Pilak explained the reason for being 

uncomfortable speaking Icelandic to strangers: 

I am scared to be laughed at…it happened to me once at a store. I tried to buy 
food in Icelandic. First, I did not realize why they were laughing at me. There 

were three of them working together and laughed. Then I realized, it was my 

Icelandic. I was very embarrassed together with my child that I switched to speak 

English. After that incident, I started to be shy and hesitant to use Icelandic with 

strangers again.  

Bughaw, who works at a restaurant, had a similar experience: “Sometimes if I talk to them in 

Icelandic, they will just laugh at me or they will say something rude that makes me feel bad.” 
Asul, who also works in a restaurant, also experienced similarly unfavourable behaviour: 

“Sometimes, when I was seriously talking to them in Icelandic, they don´t take me seriously 

and just criticize me. I feel awkward about their reaction when I speak with them in 
Icelandic.” Moreover, Rosas recalled the experience when asking a stranger for directions in 

Icelandic. “I was new, and I tried to speak Icelandic. I asked for a direction, but the person 

just laughed, I got quickly embarrassed and left. It was such a difficult feeling.” 

Immigrants who experience humiliation and discrimination are vulnerable to anxiety, 
emotional distress or self-doubt. These effects unfavourably impact their motivation to 
continuing to use Icelandic.  

5.6 The role of Icelandic: Its benefits to immigrants, locals and the Icelandic 
society 
As the use of Icelandic as a second language by immigrants supports their adaptation to 

Icelandic society, it also causes Icelanders to adapt as they coexist in the same society. 

Immigrants consider that the use of Icelandic language promotes their personal, social and 

career development. Furthermore, they believe that the advantages of using Icelandic are 

not limited to themselves, but also reach native Icelanders and Icelandic society as well. The 

last two sub-themes of the research findings will elaborate on the experiences and 

perceptions of immigrants regarding this matter. The sub-themes are the benefits of 

Icelandic for immigrants’ growth and mobility, and the benefits of sharing Icelandic for locals 

and the Icelandic society. 
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5.6.1 The benefits of Icelandic to immigrants’ growth and mobility 

Achieving effective communication skills is a common goal of the immigrants’ efforts to learn 

Icelandic. Their ability to begin to speak to non-English speakers in Icelandic has boosted 
their confidence and self-efficacy. Some of them realize that their efforts to learn Icelandic 

have yielded good results, which has led to feelings of self-development. In parallel, being 

able to effectively use Icelandic brought a sense of belongingness, as it breaks down the 
feeling of isolation. Rosas said: 

 It is very important to use Icelandic every day. I have gained self-confidence, I 

started to trust myself again as I gain more friends. It is a good feeling being able 
to talk Icelandic, even though incorrectly, as long as they are able to understand 

you, it is alright.  

Additionally, Rosas and Berde believe that once an immigrant is fluent in Icelandic, there will 
be a level of equality in communication. Rosas assumes that “When you are fluent in 

Icelandic, you will feel that you are one of the Icelanders, not different from them. If you 

communicate with them, it is fine, you feel comfortable, you will no longer be nervous 
interacting with them”. Berde gave another similar impression of the significance of being 

able to effectively communicate in Icelandic: “That we [colleagues] can talk about our 

experiences, that there is no gap, that I don´t need to worry if what I said was grammatically 
wrong”.  

Pula believed that one reason why it is necessary for immigrants to know Icelandic is to 
understand the government rules and regulations. It is vital for immigrants to be aware of 
the laws that govern Icelandic society. “Learning the language is not enough, we should be 

able to understand the rules that say how things work here as they differ from our home 

country” (Pula). Pula emphasized the importance of knowing one’s own rights and how to 
act accordingly. Furthermore, Pula had indicated that being able to effectively use Icelandic 

provides independence and mobility for immigrants to navigate the government system, 

health care institutions and schools, without depending on spouses or someone else to 

translate for them. Pula gave an important interrogative statement about the significance of 

Icelandic to immigrants: 

We should learn to accept the language. For example, how will you know what 

are the laws here in Iceland if you do not understand the language? How can you 

fight for your right if you do not know Icelandic language?  

Asul, Bughaw and Kahel considered another important reason for learning Icelandic and 

completing the required courses: Completion of the requirements for permanent residency 
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and Icelandic citizenship. Bughaw mentioned that when he was filing for legal requirements, 

he wanted to prove to the people in the community that he could speak Icelandic. Asul and 
Bughaw suggested that being able to communicate in Icelandic is a way of affirming their 

desire to permanently live in the country and their knowledge that they deserved to be 

Icelandic citizens. 

To other immigrants, the importance of being able to use Icelandic is for cultural 
adaptation, as language is a significant part of a country‘s culture. “It is important to adapt 

to their culture. The feeling is so nice even if you know that you are not a pure Icelander, you 

know and are able to use their language” (Ginto). As Pilak said, “We live here in Iceland and 
we need to learn how to use their language”. It is evident that immigrants recognize and 

value the significance of acquiring Icelandic language skills. Additionally, Rosas noted that 

using Icelandic helped them to overcome the feeling of isolation. Six of the immigrants 
believed that using Icelandic widened their social circle as they started gaining friends, either 

from work or from their spouses’ friends. For them, being in a social group is necessary for 

their way of life. When immigrants were asked about their goals for after achieving fluency 
in Icelandic, a majority concurred that they wanted to apply for a job where they could use 
their earned profession or earn another university degree. 

Collectively, the immigrants perceive that Icelandic, or fluency in it, is beneficial for 
effective communication, adaptability, citizenship, equality and belongingness, and in 
promoting their personal, social and career growth. Knowledge of Icelandic can also enhance 

awareness of Icelandic law and the protection of their civil rights, as well as helping them to 

gain mobility and navigate Icelandic society without having to rely on others.  

5.6.2 The benefits of sharing Icelandic  

Immigrants’ use of Icelandic can also benefit native Icelanders, and the society itself. For 
instance, as immigrants acknowledge the importance of Icelandic for communication 

purposes, they also want to take part in preserving Icelandic by using it. “We immigrants 
should respect their preservation of language. We should adapt to them, not only they need 
to adapt to us” (Dilaw). In a similar way, Lila stated that if immigrants don’t use Icelandic, 

“There will be a language barrier, and Icelandic may diminish if their language won´t be 
preserved”. For these reasons, immigrants would like to contribute to the preservation of 

Icelandic. 

Others indicated the value of time in reference to using the language for communication 
and the processing of legal requirements. Kahel mentioned that communicating in Icelandic 

“Will speed up the interaction”. Accordingly, Bughaw explained the importance of saving 

time when communication is channelled in Icelandic: 



 

62 

It will save time. For example, if you are in a hurry and needed to file your legal 

requirements at the office. If you speak Icelandic, then it will be quicker for the 
people working at the office to communicate with you and process your 

documents. You do not need another language to interact, neither a translator. 

They can save time from us. 

Consequently, when immigrants use Icelandic, it will help their social adaptation. It will also 
help Icelanders and the Icelandic-speaking community to socially adapt to immigrants as 

they use one common language. Using Icelandic is important “So the Icelanders can 

understand us, because some of them cannot speak English, only Icelandic” (Kahel). Along 

the same line, Pula claimed that knowing Icelandic is significant to knowing the Icelandic 

rules, in order to act according to the law. In addition, this is also an important aspect of 

adaptation. Not only can immigrants benefit from this, but Icelandic society can as well. 

Through Icelandic, immigrants will be able to practice and adhere to the lawful acts in 
society, thus contributing to the orderliness of the society and nation. 

Most importantly, when one common language is shared by diverse people, it will reduce 
the occurrence of a language barrier that divides people. Respect and trust will develop. As 
stressed by Rosas, the importance of the use of Icelandic language is “Trust in between 

people. Good communication leads to respect, that is number one, respect with one 
another”.  

Berde, a health care provider, also shares the same perspective on the importance of 

being able to effectively use Icelandic with others, especially her colleagues: 

I want to communicate well with them. I want to be open to them, and they can 
tell me about their problems and I my problems to them. We can share our 

personal matters together without language barrier. Just like between me and 

you communicating at the same level. I really like that to happen.  

In accordance, effective communication in Icelandic builds trust and respect and establishes 

a connection of friendship or camaraderie between people. These values and connections 

are not only beneficial to immigrants, but also to native Icelanders and everyone living in 
Icelandic society.  

Another important point to consider is that through Icelandic, immigrants can share their 

knowledge and expertise in particular fields. Berde wants to be fluent in Icelandic because: 

I want to apply what I have learned and share to them what I know and what I 
can. I want to prove to my department head that what my colleagues can do, I 

can do it as well, as I also have the suitable proficiency to do the job. 
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Among the benefits of sharing Icelandic with immigrants are that it will reduce the language 

barrier, it will bridge the gap of individual differences, and it will promote the values of trust 
and respect between immigrants, Icelanders and the Icelandic-speaking community. All of 

these are important factors in Icelandic society and social integration. 
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6 Discussion 

The goals of the study were to (1) gain a deeper understanding of how immigrants 
experience learning Icelandic and which teaching approaches support this learning, and (2) 

better understand how immigrants experience using Icelandic in everyday social interactions 

and identify social benefits of this interaction. The discussion addresses these goals by 
responding to the four research questions: 

1. How do adult immigrants experience learning Icelandic as a second language? 

2. Which teaching approaches support their language learning? 

3. How do immigrants experience using Icelandic in real life? 

4. What are the benefits of the Icelandic language usage by immigrants? 

In connection to the research findings, the participants’ purposes for learning Icelandic via 

Icelandic language courses were to acquire permanent residency, to become Icelandic 
citizens and to effectively communicate with Icelandic-speaking people. Hence, in a 

functionalist perspective, learning Icelandic is driven by the demands of Icelandic society. As 

Durkheim suggested, a society possesses more powerful force than its individuals, since its 
source is the collective force of people who make up the society (Pope, 1975).  

In this view, the concept of social facts supports the explanation of why Icelandic is a 

necessity, not an option, for immigrants to learn. Social facts are described by Pope (1975) as 
elements that control, guide, allow or restrict individuals’ behaviours, actions, functions and 
consequences in a society. In simple terms, social facts help a society’s systems to function in 

an orderly manner. Examples of social facts are government institutions, law enforcement, 

schools, health care establishments, religions, marriage, and different social norms (e.g. 
means of informal and formal interactions, social capital, social relationships and much 

more). To maintain an orderly society, the different Icelandic institutions, establishments 

and groups of people shaped the requirements that lead immigrants to have to learn 
Icelandic. 

The social facts that encourage immigrants to learn Icelandic, categorized as legal 

requirements and social needs, are shown in Figure 1. Legal requirements include the 
government‘s prerequisites that immigrants must complete to obtain residency and 

citizenship, while social needs include the interactions or connections that are important to 

Icelanders and Icelandic society, for which immigrants must learn Icelandic. As indicated in 
literature, the Icelandic institutions that hold the power to impose legal requirements are 

the Ministry of Justice and The Directorate of Immigration. Lawfully, immigrants must 

complete a 120-hour Icelandic language course for permanent residency, and must pass the 
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Icelandic language exam for Icelandic citizenship (Ministry of Justice, 2017; The Directorate 

of Immigration, 2016). Another institution, the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture 
(2008), is responsible for the Icelandic language curriculum, and intends that Icelandic 

language courses for beginners should include 240 hours of instruction. Consequently, the 

language curriculum provides the learning goals that are expected to be met by immigrants 

or foreigners who are learning Icelandic. The curriculum is intended to be carried out by 
Icelandic language course administrators, schools and instructors. Therefore, these three 

institutions are connected in working to ensure that Icelandic language learning is functional 

and achievable for immigrants. 

This is representative of what Durkheim meant about the power of the society as a 
system. These connecting institutions provide the requirement for immigrants to learn 

Icelandic. They have the power to impose rules, to provide guidelines, and most importantly, 
to support immigrants’ Icelandic language learning efforts. 

It is not just the legal requirements that prompt immigrants to learn Icelandic; the social 

needs of the people in the society do as well, as illustrated in Figure 1. The Icelanders or 

others in the society require communication, social interaction and social relationships with 
immigrants as family, friends, acquaintances and colleagues. Examples from the research 

findings include the importance to participants of practicing Icelandic at their workplace or 

using Icelandic to build relationships with their Icelandic families and friends. The needs of 
the people in the community prompt immigrants to comply with language learning in order 

to participate in functional social interactions. 

In short, acquiring Icelandic is not optional for immigrants, but instead is driven by legal 

purposes and social functions. It is a necessity for immigrants’ adaptation to the Icelandic 
environment. Therefore, in order for immigrants to meet the legal demands and the social 

needs of Icelandic society, they also require support from that very society. From a 

functionalist perspective, Icelandic society has a powerful force that can influence the 

quality of immigrants’ Icelandic language instruction, and people within the society can 

support immigrants’ process of learning Icelandic. 

6.1 Immigrants’ experiences in learning Icelandic as a second language 
According to the findings, participants’ favourable and less favourable learning experiences 
influenced their learning outcomes and their readiness to use Icelandic.  

Favourable learning experiences include a teacher’s ability to summarize and recall a 

previous lesson; students receiving compliments from their teachers that encouraged their 

learning performance; and being involved in challenging and engaging activities in the 
classroom. These experiences provided participants with a positive learning outcome, 
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satisfaction that boosted their self-confidence and self-fulfilment and enhanced their ability 

to use Icelandic outside of the classroom.  

In relevance to the theory of functionalism, these favourable outcomes were depicted as 
manifest functions and latent functions in chapter 3, Figure 3. Manifest functions are the 

intended favourable outcomes of individuals’ adaptation to their new environment, while 

latent functions are the unintended favourable outcomes of individuals’ adaptation (Merton, 
1968). Based on the findings, participants’ readiness to use Icelandic and their satisfaction 

with Icelandic language courses are manifest functions, while enhanced self-confidence and 

self-fulfilment are latent functions. 

In contrast, the findings proved that participants’ less favourable learning experiences 

resulted in their dissatisfaction with the language courses and their claims of not sufficiently 

meeting learning outcomes. One less favourable experience was being in a monotonous 

classroom atmosphere that over-utilized books and under-utilized engaging activities. 
Another insignificant learning experience was the lack of developing strategies that help 

students overcome shyness and passivity. For example, a participant indicated that being in 

a group of active students who continuously asked questions resulted in a better learning 
outcome than being in a group of passive students who were hesitant to ask questions of 

their teacher. These findings clarify that learners’ dissatisfaction as being due to the 

implementation of instructional strategies that did not support the learning process, as well 
as inadequate assistance of students’ performance. Despite the less favourable learning 

experiences, most participants experience favourable learning experiences. 

From a functionalist perspective, immigrant dissatisfaction with language courses is 

distinguished as a latent dysfunction. This phenomenon was depicted in Chapter 3, Figure 2, 
as one of the (latent) dysfunctions. Dysfunctions are the unintended unfavourable 

consequences that negatively affect an individual’s adaptation to his or her environment 

(Merton, 1968). Therefore, support from the concerned institutions and language course 

administrators and instructors is necessary and should be put into action. Latent 

dysfunctions, including course dissatisfaction, affect immigrants’ language learning, and 

additional support to remedy the problem can positively impact their readiness to use 

Icelandic. 

6.2 Teaching approaches that support language learning 
The research findings revealed that the effective and less effective teaching approaches, as 

experienced by the participants, influenced their level of learning engagement in the 

classroom. Participants who displayed positive outlooks about their learning experience 

recalled their enjoyment as they were involved in various student activities and used a 
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variety of learning materials. Some examples of supportive and dissatisfying teaching 

approaches are listed below: 

Table 6. Supportive and dissatisfying teaching 

Supportive teaching  Dissatisfying teaching  

• Involvement of speaking activities 
• Fun and engaging activities 
• Group work and challenging exercises 
• The use of diverse materials 

• Methods that are accommodating and show 
professional competence 

• Use English to aid Icelandic instruction 

• Teachers who relied merely on books  
• Use of repetitive online language activities 
• Teachers who talked too fast 

• Initiation of monotonous activities 
• Implementation of childlike activities 
• Lack of English proficiency skill 

 

 

Participants who encountered teachers who were effective claimed that they were involved 

in speaking activities, group work and other exercises that challenged them and made their 
Icelandic language learning fun and engaging. Among their favourite language teachers were 

those who used diverse materials and activities, those who displayed professional 

competence, those who were accommodating and most importantly, those who employed 
the English language to aid Icelandic instruction. Most language learners, especially the 

English speakers, favoured this last characteristic, as it supported their understanding of the 

lessons. However, some students prefer English to aid the instructions, while others prefer 

just Icelandic, which can make it difficult for teachers to balance the use of English and 
Icelandic. Additionally, students appreciated teachers who provided them with challenging 

activities, competitions and quizzes that could ignite their interest in learning Icelandic. 

As the need to implement appropriate teaching approaches that support language 
learning for adult learners has been made clear, it is worthwhile considering possible 

options. One example of an appropriate teaching approach is culturally responsive teaching. 

This approach led to positive outcomes according to the first extensive qualitative study on 

the experiences of immigrant university education students in Iceland (Benediktsson, et al., 

2019). This approach was proven useful to adult learners because it incorporates scaffolding 

that utilizes learners’ previous experience to develop their new learning, and it generates a 

classroom learning environment built on trust, respect, open communication and equality 

(Benediktsson, et al., 2019). Based on the research findings, immigrants consider a teacher’s 

quality as accommodating when a teacher is resourceful and flexible in delivering lessons. It 

also encouraged them to learn Icelandic because they were not afraid to ask questions even 
in English to clarify a certain confusion. Apart from that, immigrants who converse in 

Icelandic with a supportive speaker sensed a feeling of equality in a conversation where trust 

and respect are channelled through social interaction. 
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According to Benediktsson, et al. (2019), another useful factor of culturally responsive 

teaching in language instruction is the involvement of dialoguing through teacher-student 
conversation, which allows teachers to know their multicultural students’ needs. Thus, 

teachers can adapt their teaching method to support these needs. Many educators believe 

that culturally responsive teaching, together with the use of the communicative approach 

and authentic materials, creates a multiculturally inclusive classroom environment that 
supports effective second language instruction (Banks et al., 2001; Harmer & Thornbury, 

2013; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Santamaria, 2009). 

As mentioned in previous literature, the communicative approach is a method of 
teaching that employs e.g. content-based instruction (CBI) and task-based language teaching 

(TBLT) strategies, which employ different tasks and materials to engage learners in using the 

target language (Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011). These strategies are also relevant to 
adult learners as they incorporate the need to communicate to complete a task and also use 

various resources, including authentic materials, that connect learning to immigrants’ real-

life experience. In relevance to the findings, performative tasks that require students to talk 
or perform are one of the favourable approaches that engage them to learn Icelandic in the 
classroom. 

The distinction of this research finding from previous literature is the comparison of 
language teaching approaches that are practical and effective for language learners to the 
approaches that were ineffective for them. 

Accordingly, employing the functionalist lens, teaching approaches that were designed to 
meet the needs of language learners can support the manifest function of Icelandic language 

instruction: To make language learning effective and attainable so that immigrants can fulfil 
legal and social goals. 

6.3 Immigrants’ use of Icelandic in the real world  
The research findings showed that the encouraging experiences encountered by immigrants 

in their use of Icelandic in communities promoted their willingness and capability to 
continue speaking Icelandic, whereas discouraging experiences resulted in anxiety and self-

doubt that made it difficult for immigrants to talk to Icelanders, especially strangers.  

The findings indicated that immigrants who had discouraging experiences when 
communicating in Icelandic often had these experiences when they spoke with Icelandic 

strangers. Immigrants felt a significant amount of discomfort when people laughed at them, 

made unpleasant comments, and discriminated against them. These discouraging 

experiences involved making fun of their pronunciation, their distinctive accents, or their 
linguistic or grammatical mistakes. Consequently, this hampered participants' willingness to 
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continue using Icelandic and made them prefer to use English instead. In line with related 

literature, this experience also appeared in previous research. It is a common expectation 
held by Icelanders that people trying to use Icelandic should be linguistically correct and 

should acquire native-like pronunciations and accents (Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir, 2016; 

Skaptadóttir & Innes, 2016; Trililani, 2015; Zackrisson, 2010). This perception and attitude 

have been one of the main issues encountered by immigrants that has hindered their 
attempts to speak Icelandic.  

In relation to the theory of functionalism, discouraging experiences are a dysfunction, or 

unfavourable unintended outcome, that negatively impacts immigrants‘ adaptation to 
Icelandic society. The fact that this dysfunction, which results from immigrants' grammatical 

errors and different pronunciations, separates immigrants from local or native Icelanders is 

illustrated in Chapter 3, Figure 4. Another concrete example of a latent dysfunction that 
affects immigrants' adaptation to Icelandic society is found in a report from Statistics Iceland 

(2019b), indicating that immigrants who lack Icelandic skills had difficulty earning better 

education, finding suitable career opportunities, and finding sufficient housing. 

More positively, the research findings show that all the participants took comfort in 
considerate Icelandic social interactions. Some were comfortable speaking Icelandic with 

familiar people such as their spouses, family, friends or co-workers. These were the people 

who provided participants with a safe space to practice their Icelandic and receive 
appropriate corrections. Participants also felt supported in speaking Icelandic at their 

workplaces as they communicated with their employers and co-workers. They claimed that 

they were comfortable speaking Icelandic at work because people were considerate, 

recognized their efforts and respected their level of Icelandic. Additionally, participants also 
received appropriate corrections from their employers and co-workers and did not feel 

discriminated against when they made mistakes. These experiences were the opposite of 
those described in a study by Skaptadóttir & Innes (2016), which mentioned that immigrants 

felt excluded at their workplace because they were assigned to work with fellow immigrants 

and thus deprived of the opportunity to practice speaking Icelandic with Icelanders. 

The research findings also show that it is not just Icelanders who can provide immigrants 

with the support they need in practicing Icelandic, but their fellow language learners as well. 

For example, some participants enjoyed speaking with Thai immigrants who spoke Icelandic 

and no English. These participants preferred to use Icelandic because Thai immigrants have 

clearer Icelandic pronunciation and their vocabulary choice is not complicated compared to 

native Icelanders. However, other participants found it essential to communicate with 

Icelanders in order to hear correct pronunciation and learn appropriate language usage. 
Furthermore, participants preferred to interact with Icelandic speakers who were 
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accommodating, supportive and inspiring, and who could provide necessary corrections 

without humiliating the participants. In association with functionalism, these favourable 
intended and unintended outcomes support the adaptation of immigrants to Icelandic 

society, while unfavourable experiences hinder adaptation. In relevance to previous 

literature, the Icelandic Language Council (2018) encouraged the Icelandic people to be 

considerate of others' Icelandic-speaking capabilities, as the Icelandic language varies in 
pronunciation, inflection and sentence structure. Thus, the research indicates that 

encouragement is important, but improving language teaching approaches to support 

improved social interaction and integration is a more practical option than policy-based 

encouragement. The research also illustrates how the attitude of Icelanders in 

communication creates an impact on immigrants who are learning Icelandic. 

The new understanding based on the research findings is the acknowledgement of the 
shift from a linguistic emphasis to an emphasis on the communicative relevance of the 

Icelandic language. The advancement of this perspective can support the adaptability of 

Icelandic to immigrants, which can aid meaningful interaction and promote social 
integration. 

6.4 Benefits of immigrants’ use of Icelandic  
Based on the research findings, participants’ use of Icelandic was beneficial not only to them 
but also to Icelanders and to the Icelandic society. Participants believed that by conversing in 

Icelandic with an Icelander, both they and the Icelander would benefit. This means that 

Icelandic is a beneficial tool for immigrants’ and Icelanders’ mutual adaptation, and for 

coexistence. 

Participants stated that by using Icelandic, they gained confidence that led to personal 

growth. Additionally, using Icelandic helped them overcome feelings of isolation as they 

started to gain friends. They found a feeling of belongingness as they expanded their social 

connections. 

 In accordance, many participants said that their ability to communicate in Icelandic with 
Icelanders whom they trust made them feel equal, that they had crossed over the boundary 

of individual differences. In addition, participants’ common presumption was that they 

would be able to find a suitable career in line with their previous education once they 
reached fluency in Icelandic. 

However, based on related literature, issues arise regarding the difficulty of learning 

Icelandic and adapting to Icelandic society. Previous research showed that the difficulty of 

learning Icelandic, and a lack of recognition for immigrants’ university education, impeded 
their contribution to the professional workforce (Burdikova et al., 2018; Christiansen & 
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Kristjánsdóttir, 2016; Renner, 2010). A previous study also showed that immigrants’ 

insufficient Icelandic skills caused their employers to mistrust their professional skills or 
devalue their competence (Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir, 2016). Hence, a common 

misconception held by employers is that immigrants’ lack of Icelandic language skills means 

they also lack professional skills. In addition, a couple of studies indicated that immigrants 

felt stigmatized in the workplace for being foreigners, leaving them excluded from social 
interaction and connection with their colleagues (Christiansen & Kristjánsdóttir, 2016; 

Skaptadóttir & Innes, 2016). Given the fact that five of the participants in this research hold 

bachelor’s degrees and two have completed vocational courses, their desires for 

professional recognition and achievement will be left unanswered until changes occur. 

Hence, there must be necessary steps taken by concerned institutions, and radical changes 

in the mind-set of Icelanders in general, as well as advancement in Icelandic language 

instruction.  

Participants conveyed the idea that understanding Icelandic is vital to understanding 

Icelandic law and fighting for one’s rights. Accordingly, it was also indicated that the ability 
to use Icelandic provided participants with the mobility to navigate their own communities 
as they became independent in attending to their basic needs without needing to rely on 

spouses or a translator. This finding was also revealed in previous research that found that 
immigrants who used Icelandic for practical purposes gained freedom to independently 
carry out their daily routines (Skaptadóttir & Innes, 2016). Furthermore, participants also 

expressed the belief that the use of one common language reduces language barriers and 
minimizes the gap created by individual differences. They also claimed that through 

Icelandic-language interaction, the values of trust and respect were established between 
individuals. 

The findings also show that, according to participants, the use of Icelandic can contribute 
to the preservation of Icelandic. Some participants discussed how the use of Icelandic could 

save time in communication and in processing legal documents. Moreover, it is also 

important to note that according to one participant, being able to understand and speak 
Icelandic helped this participant to observe Icelandic law, which is beneficial for the 

orderliness of the Icelandic society. That is why it is vital for Icelandic society’s institutions 

and people to support immigrants in their endeavours to make Icelandic a shared language. 

Hence, the biggest benefit is that focusing on the common benefits of Icelandic and 

making it a shared language can promote solidarity and social integration.  
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7 Conclusion 

The research findings of this phenomenological study were based on the data collected 
through in-depth semi-structured interviews with ten adult, native-born Filipino immigrants 

who live outside the capital area of Reykjavík, Iceland. These findings were substantiated by 

four research questions: 

a) How do adult immigrants experience learning Icelandic as a second language?  
b) Which teaching approaches support their language learning?  
c) How do immigrants experience using Icelandic in real life?  
d) What are the benefits of the use of Icelandic by immigrants? 

Responses to the first research question showed that adult immigrants’ experiences in 

learning Icelandic as a second language varied greatly. Unsurprisingly, positive experiences 
led to favourable learning outcomes: Increased confidence and readiness to use Icelandic, 

whereas negative experiences led to impoverished learning outcomes and dissatisfaction 

with the learning process.  

Findings related to the second question show that the teaching approaches that support 
immigrants’ language learning depend on teachers’ professional competence. Effective 

approaches include: involvement of speaking activities, fun and engaging activities, group 
work and challenging exercises, the use of English to aid Icelandic instruction and teacher’s 
competence, motivated immigrants’ language learning. Ineffective approaches such as 

reliance mainly on book activities, use of monotonous exercises, implementation of childlike 
activities, and lack of English proficiency skills led to learners’ dissatisfaction with their 

learning outcomes. The understanding that emerged from the findings is the recognition of 

approaches that are effective and less effective for adult language learning. 

Findings to the third research question, immigrants’ experiences in using Icelandic in real 

life situations, differ between encouraging and discouraging experiences. Participants who 
had encouraging experiences, usually with family, friends or co-workers, enhanced their 

eagerness and adaptability to continue using Icelandic. Participants who had discouraging 

experiences, usually with Icelandic strangers, faced anxiety and self-doubt, which 
contributed to feelings of insecurity while speaking Icelandic and the decision to switch to 

English instead.  

When immigrants interacted with strangers, the immigrants felt that the strangers 
tended to focus on the linguistic aspects of what was being said rather than their 

communicative competence, which caused anxiety among the participants. Communicating 

with family and co-workers, however, emphasized the communicative aspect of the 
language, which encouraged participants to continue speaking Icelandic. Hence, the 
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development of the communicative approach can encourage immigrants to continue to use 

Icelandic. 

Findings to the fourth research question demonstrated the common benefits to 
immigrants, local Icelanders, and the Icelandic society that accrued when immigrants used 

Icelandic. Participants claimed that the use of Icelandic could lead to social and economic 

benefits for both themselves and others in Icelandic society. Some participants claimed that 
by continuing to use Icelandic, they could contribute to the preservation of Icelandic. Others 

claimed that using Icelandic was necessary to build trusting, respectful relationships with 

other people in the Icelandic society. Therefore, promoting the use of Icelandic as a shared 
language can enhance solidarity and social integration, which is vital for the development of 

the Icelandic society. In relevance to I mentioned before, “Shared language” highlights the 

elements of communication where ideas interact and meanings are exchanged, and the 
process of finding a common connection as people from different cultures communicate 

through the use of Icelandic language. 

Based on the findings mentioned above, from a functionalist point of view, the collective 
power of society has a strong influence on the lives of individuals. When the manifest 
functions of immigrants’ approaches to learning Icelandic through language education are 

strengthened, and when native speakers attempt to focus on communicative aspect of the 

language, the latent dysfunctions that hinder immigrants’ ability to adapt and use Icelandic 
can be reduced. Therefore, it is important that many elements within Icelandic society – 

institutions, language courses, language instructors, and the Icelandic-speaking community –

socially support the immigrants who are trying to learn, use, and adapt Icelandic, for the 

sake of social integration and the betterment of society.  
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Appendix A: Interview Questions 

Personal background  

1. Gender 

2. Age 

3. Legal relationship status (single, married with kids) 

4. Current citizenship 

5. Why did you come to Iceland? 

6. How long have you lived in Iceland? 

7. What was your most recent educational attainment when you came to Iceland? 

8. What language(s) can you speak and write? 

9. What is your occupation? 

 

I. Learning Icelandic 

10. How would you describe your current Icelandic language ability? 

11. What language(s) do you use to help you learn Icelandic? 

12. During which year(s) did you attend Icelandic language courses? 

13. How was your learning experience? 

14. Who pays or paid for the course(s)? 

15. Was the course worth the money spent or not? Why? 

16. What motivates or encourages you to learn Icelandic? 

17. What do you like most about learning Icelandic? 

18. What is the most difficult part of learning Icelandic? 

19. What are your learning expectations? 

 

Ia. Teaching approaches connected to learning Icelandic 

20. Can you describe the characteristics of your favorite Icelandic language teacher? 

21. Can you describe your least favorite characteristics of an Icelandic language teacher? 
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22. What are the most common activities or exercises used by teachers in the 

classroom? 

23. What do you do as a student in the classroom; what is your part? 

24. What kind of learning activities do you enjoy most? 

25. What kind of learning activities did you not enjoy? 

26. What are the common topics discussed in learning Icelandic? 

27. What topic do you wish your teacher had taught you while learning Icelandic? 

28. What examples of Icelandic culture or tradition are being taught in the classroom? 

29. How were you assessed or evaluated by your teacher? 

30. Do you continue learning Icelandic? If yes, how? If no, why? 

31. How did the course(s) help you in using Icelandic? 

32. How can teachers improve their method of teaching Icelandic? 

33. In what ways do the courses give you opportunity (or not give you opportunity) to 
interact with Icelandic people? 

 

II. Using Icelandic and its mutual benefits for immigrants and Icelandic society 

34. During what part of the day are you using Icelandic? 

35. With whom do you prefer to communicate in Icelandic: Icelanders, your fellow 

countrymen, or other foreigners speaking Icelandic? Why?  

36. Can you describe your level of understanding when you communicate with an 

Icelander? 

37. How do you handle a conversation when you have difficulty in understanding 
Icelandic? 

38. How do you handle a conversation when you have difficulty in speaking or expressing 

in Icelandic? 

39. How do you feel when you talk to Icelanders at work? 

40. How do you feel when you talk to Icelanders you do not know, for example, in 

stores? 

41. What language do you use when seeing a doctor or nurse? How is the experience? 
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42. If you have a school child or children, what language do you use? (example 

understanding, interacting, meetings) How is the experience? 

43. What are the advantages of using Icelandic in the Icelandic community? 

44. What are the disadvantages of not using Icelandic in the Icelandic community? 

45. What do you wish all Icelanders would do when they are talking to you in Icelandic? 

46. Do you plan to become fluent in Icelandic in the future? Why or why not? 

 

 


