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Background

Due to its geographical location in the North Atlarand its island status, Iceland has
been isolated from the larger world for long pesi@d its history. This has led to the
development of a homogenous society of just un@8ra®0 inhabitants— primarily
descendants of Vikings from Norway and the othe@m8mavian countries. In recent
years, however, immigration to the country has tiyeacreased. Many of these
immigrants come from Asian countries like Vietnarhailand and the Phillipines, but
people from Eastern Europe, for example Lithuanats Poles, are also immigrating
to Iceland in larger numbers. Statistics from @eddndic Census Bureau show that the
number of foreign citizens living in Iceland hasmathan doubled since 1995 and the
number of people of foreign descent receiving leeia citizenship has more than
tripled during the same period. The most recertistitss for the number of languages
spoken in Reykjavik, the capital of Iceland, comaaf the city’s preschools. At the end
of 2004, 630 preschool children in Reykjavik haeegmts who come from 89 different
countries and 52 different languages are spokdhdse children.

Objectives

The teaching approach discussed in this paper & in a course within the English
language teaching department of Iceland Univerdifgducation, the second largest
university in the country with a student populatadrabout 2500. The university offers
teacher education programs at the preschool, pyiarat lower-secondary levels as
well as programs in other fields of education amathing.

The participants in the course were students iretigdish language teaching program.

The focus of the course was on multiculturism wté aim of increasing the



intercultural awareness of the students. The appreas largely designed by my
colleague, Ragnheidur Jonsdattir, as a part oflbetoral dissertation. The goal of the
approach was to help the students explore thétndes towards people with other
backgrounds and investigate and uncover negatiiedss in Icelandic society

towards foreigners.

The objectives of the course were two-fold. Onescliye was to assist the students in
preparing for their role as teachers in the multical classrooms of changing

Icelandic society. The second objective was tmerage personal development, i.e. to
raise students’ awareness and better equip thehvifg in a multicultural society.

The teaching approach

The approach used in the course focused on is$ulf$evence in terms of race,
ethnicity and language background and was buitesks and activities that
encouraged students to put themselves in otheststieps and see things from different
perspectives. The curricular design included s$eaf class discussions, reaction
papers, student journals, reflection through litee personal contact with a foreigner,
and student projects. Issues were explored fronréabns, a personal one and a social
one. The approach began with critical reflectiamnfrwithin the personal realm.

The personal realm

Icelanders tend to assume a common national igidsdged on a common language,
heritage and struggle with the harshness of thehgeand nature in the countiy. the
first session, students were asked to explorectimsmon Icelandic national identity.
What common characteristics, values, beliefs,atn.be attributed to Icelandic people?
Next students were asked to consider whether th#yefdescription of Icelandic
national identity and/or in what ways they mightabedds with it.

This initial reflection and discussion served asaating point for the students and the
teacher to be compared and contrasted with studergkassessment of the insights
gained through the activities and tasks of the smut also mapped students’ previous
experiences and gave the teacher a clearer puwftineir knowledge and experience.
Students were asked to keep a journal during theseo Journal writing was an
important element of the approach because it edablelents to ‘think on paper’ and
develop and discover new knowledge. It helped theoapture the total experience,



reflect upon it and develop a new awareness. dt@lsvided the students with a venue
for inner debate, which was necessary, particulathey were not happy with what
they began to see in their society or themselves.

The next step of the personal realm was to encewaglents to share personal
experiences of having been an outsider or differesbme way. Many students shared
their experiences of having lived abroad or otlteiatons in which they had tried to
enter a new community. Others told about persomahections they had with
foreigners living in Iceland. All of the studentere encouraged to reflect on what it
might feel like to be a foreigner in Iceland tryit@yenter the community of Icelanders.
Sharing of personal stories of being foreign ofedént in a situation served to show
how common the experience is. Everyone has be&utsder’ in some sense of the
word. By sharing their experiences, students gainsense of belonging to a group and
learned to empathize with others.

The next set of activities in the course was tlaglirgy of literary texts dealing with the
challenges faced by individuals when they moveeww nountries or interact with other
cultural groups. The first text was a short stoyyalpopular Icelandic author which
examines the difficulties faced by Icelandic sesti@ the Canadian frontier. The
settlers struggled with adapting to the ‘promisaatt and redefining their identity as
Icelanders displaced from everything they had pesly known and experienced. This
story was chosen to underline to the studentslhiea¢xperience of being foreign or an
outsider is a common one that many people, inctutheir own, have experienced.
Another short story which looked at the cross-caltand cross-generational
difficulties experienced by an immigrant family walso read and discussed. The story
gave insight into the problems involved in assitmiginto a new society and learning
to accept new norms and customs while trying td lool to values and beliefs from the
home culture. Finally, the novel, “The Bluest Ey®/’ Toni Morrison was read and
discussed. The novel caused students to exploreattitudes towards racial prejudice
and the personal and social destruction it leavés wake.

The reading of literary texts provided studentdwaitdeeply engaging experience and
gave them an opportunity to identify with a chagaah a certain situation; to be in the

character’s shoes and try on his/her thoughts eglthfys. The purpose of this



approach, instead of presenting students with relsé¢endings, for example, was to
have their heart enter the equation and help theraldp empathy for the
circumstances of people trying to cope with a netwo$ circumstances. Furthermore,
the exposure to literature helped students imadgjiifierent ways of being in the world,
and thus helped enlarge their cultural models ¢tugde more diversity and different
ways of being.

The social realm

At this point in the course the focus shifted te slocial realm. Guest lecturers from the
Intercultural Center in Iceland visited the clasd @rovided information about the
situation of immigrants in the country, in parti@utheir experiences of encountering
stereotypes and prejudice in Iceland. This wasyaropener for many of the students
and set the stage for a critical analysis of loglamedia and popular culture. Students
looked for evidence of social responses to newcsmeforeigners and attitudes
towards them, both welcoming and hostile. This @eke students the opportunity to
see things from a different perspective and ndhaggs which they may not notice on
an everyday basis, thus uncovering subtle instamfcescism and prejudice towards
foreigners and people with other backgrounds itarod

Next students made contact with foreigners livimdgceland and talked with them
about their experiences of adjusting to life in tbentry and their interaction with
Icelanders. By hearing stories of immigrants’ atexperiences, students could
connect the attitudes and prejudices seen in titkante real people with real feelings,
and they become more personalized and urgent to. thiee stories raised students’
awareness and help them to critical reflect orr twn lives and community. And
through sharing the interviews in the group, thelshts became more awaretbe
wide range of experiences and individual complegitf being a foreigner. The
activity made it clear that the foreigner is nadtja part of a group of people, but a
unique individual with unique life experiences.

The course concluded with a final project in whithdents were asked to put
themselves in the shoes of an imagined foreigmergiin Iceland and present their
newly-gained insights through a first person pecgpe, in other words, through
‘borrowed eyes’. Students decided for themselvegydnder, age, family status, area of



origin, etc. of the imagined foreigner and the rdthnd type of presentation, for
example, poetry, storytelling, drama, video or othisual form.

The key factors

The curricular design of the approach emphasizedntiportance of achieving an
emotional connection with the issuggrior to looking at the social realities facing
foreigners in Icelandic societyin order to instill feelings of empathy and
responsibility in the participants in the courshisTis the key to true understanding;
when students experience the issues from the &edrtan see through ‘borrowed
eyes’, they are ready to look at the issues ongeitasocietal scale. This helps prevent
them from feeling the need to automatically deféredr society and to recognize their
own responsibility for improving it. When studerity on other’s’ points of view’ it
helps bring the issues closer to home and undsrthre what they have experienced
are individual human insights, not research findingimpersonal generalizations.
Results

The outcomes of the course were positive. Almdghalstudents’ eyes were opened;
they learned to notice subtle prejudice and stgpast both within themselves and in
Icelandic society. It was clear that the ‘borroves@s’ had helped them to become
better informed, more reflective and socially awdreey saw the need for increased
intercultural understanding in Icelandic schoold aaciety in general. Many of the
students felt that education and awareness raiditigs kind should be a required part
of their teacher education. Their understandingtaletance for others increased and
many of them felt challenged to take an activecgaand work for change in society
and within the school system. Clearly, the studemie better prepared at the end of
the course for living in a multicultural societydafor meeting the demands placed on
teachers in classrooms with diverse groups of wmild

Comments from students

The following comments made by students in theirpals and class evaluations

illustrate the positive outcomes and personal agreentthey experienced.



“Maybe my prejudice is a combination of prejudigeddear for the things | do not
know or how to handle, like disabled people. Ittravoid them because | do not really
know how to act around them and that is based andethe unknown.”

“The subjects we covered made me think of thingsithad never really thought of
before. | have never before ‘tried on the shoeamAsian woman in Iceland. |
discovered within myself thoughts and beliefs tiegggided revision. | found out that
many of my values and assumptions | take from mgwdings, media, family and
religion. | am now better aware and more carefutlaelective on things | let influence

me.”

“In short | know this course has sowed seeds irmmmd. To help them grow | have to
nurture them and be constantly on the alert tqpkbem alive.”

“I will after this course make it ‘my mission’ tacverything in my power to inform
and educate young people about this issue. If fetehis go on without doing anything

it will be all down hill from now on.”

“This course cannot be measured by conventionahatkt. The only yardstick | can

use are my feelings.”

Conclusion

It is important that students, and all people, ivergan opportunity to search their
souls and their community for signs of prejudicthéy are to become motivated to
work against it. If what they hear, read, and ssgirts to touch their heart, what they
learn through the experiences of others will becomoee meaningful. The teaching
approach used in the course provided studentssuith an opportunity. It was a
rewarding experience for both the instructors dredstudents. Most importantly, it
helped the students to see a fuller view of thddvand develop an intercultural way of
thinking, which is essential for teachers in thdtroultural classrooms of today’s

Europe.



