Consequences for teaching

It is the ongoing responsibility of the teacher to evaluate
a child’s reading and writing development, observe his
or her progress, react if it fails to appear and try to find
out why. A systematic set of checkpoints helps the
teacher see what is missing and how the child can go
further. The diagnosis material available from the
Swedish National Agency for Education is one such
tool, pointing out for instance that one sign of dyslexia
is a slow and shaky ability to decode words, often due
to insufficient phonological awareness. Orthographic
decoding is also important to building up the ability
to read quickly and with stability.
Reading can be described as an interplay between
the top-to-bottom and bottom-to-top processes of the
hourglass model: pre-understanding, key concepts and
the text schedule interwoven with perception, word
decoding and syntactic analysis. The important area is
the neck of the hourglass: the reader’s strategies and
the capacity of his or her internal memory determine
how well the processes can work together.

Much research has shown that children’s language and
language use are socially and culturally conditioned,
which means that “middle-class school culture” can be
a problem and require the teacher to be both a good
observer and a good listener.
Language and thinking are stimulated by a creative
environment; children learn with all their senses and
in functional contexts. Schools must thus consciously
strive to give children a richly varied school
environment where reading and writing are used
functionally, where experiences can be expressed in
many ways – in speech, writing, pictures, drama,
film and music – and where there is an availability
of libraries, books and computers, providing ample
scope for language.
Most important to a pupil’s success in school are
factors in the home environment – but this is closely
followed by the teacher! The best teachers create good
conditions for learning a language, have a clear
structure in their teaching, provide ample room for
reading and stimulate pupils to think on their own.
Successful teachers of literacy often read out loud for
pupils; see to it that all pupils read to themselves at least
20 minutes a day; use youth literature, radio and
television in their teaching; integrate reading with
writing; develop the pupils’ background knowledge
with the help of mind maps and video productions;
and link lessons in grammar to writing.
Class size seems to be less important than work
methods. On the other hand, the factors reading,
continuous observation and progression appear to be
central words in educational language development.
This means wanting, daring and being able to express
what you actually want to express in speech and writing
– an important phrase in the Swedish curriculum
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Driving forces and challenges
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Being able to read and write broadens everyone’s world.
Schools thus have a major responsibility to inspire a
number of literacy activities in meaningful and interesting contexts, where the texts are used and where it is a
matter of course to discuss, study and publish texts, as well
as share someone else’s thoughts. Reading and writing are
thus part of a social context. The ability to read and write
also stimulates the individual’s own personal interest,
challenging his or her own ability and expanding with use.
Internationally speaking, Sweden has led the way in
many studies, but certain findings call for re-examination: reading and reflecting on long texts appears to
have become more difficult for Swedish 15-year-olds,
gender differences in reading ability are relatively
significant (in the girls’ favour) and pupils with other
native tongues than Swedish do not perform as well.
There is however a notable level of equality in Swedish
schools and the variance between the strongest and
weakest pupils is relatively small.
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realization that we learn in many different ways and
with all our senses. As a fundamental concept in
the Swedish curriculum for primary and secondary
schools, this means that school education should offer
a rich and stimulating environment for learning, where
a child’s wide range of experiences is acknowledged
and developed.

This article is a summary of the book Reading and
Writing: Research and Proven Experience (2007.
Swedish National Agency for School Improvement),
which aims at teachers, educators of teachers, teacher
students and others interested in school improvement
and current research in the field. It is an anthology
written by internationally recognized Swedish researchers including Caroline Liberg, Kenneth Hyltenstam,
Mats Myrberg and Clas-Uno Frykholm, whose work
ranges from comprehensive theories of literacy development and a broadened concept of text to questions of
plurilingualism, children’s special needs in learning
to read and write and the educational consequences of
the knowledge accumulated so far.
In publishing this work, the Swedish National
Agency for School Improvement hopes to draw attention both to the extensiveness and complexity of the art
of reading and writing and to how changes in society
affect our way of communicating in speech, writing and
via other media.

Language awareness and literacy
Language develops when it is used, creatively and in
meaningful contexts. Playing with language and its
rhythm through nursery rhymes, nonsense words
and spontaneous neologisms helps a child discover
a language’s form. This type of language awareness is
a prerequisite for learning to read and write.
New media like television, videos and computers
make it possible for the child to create meaning actively
and creatively, and nothing indicates that literacy is
disturbed by any of them. On the contrary, the various
forms of media contribute to a rich and varied learning
environment.
Learning to read is a wonderful experience and can
of course be undertaken in many different ways. It is
a significant moment when the child finds herself
included in a written language culture where books,
newspapers, pencil and paper, and people who read
are more or less taken for granted. Many children are
accustomed to this culture long before they attend
school, while others enter a new and exciting world
upon getting there. In a written culture, people have
many means of expression at their disposal, while
different genres become accessible and the reader or
writer can develop a certain text mobility, including
the ability to draw conclusions from what you read,
expand on a text, use experiences from various different
quarters, etc. The foundation for text mobility is
formed very early and is influenced by the child’s
literacy environment and how it is used. Both nursery
schools and libraries, along with parents, can help
promote the child’s development.

Language and communication
Communication from person to person means giving
meaning to one’s existence through the tool of language
– but languages are not static and creating meaning
does not involve only spoken and written language.
A theory on language and communication must
therefore be dynamic; a broadened concept of speech
includes both verbal and non-verbal language such as
movement, images and music. A broadened concept of
text means meaningful communication transferred
through many other media than in writing.
Making meaning is a social process that takes place
in a variety of situations in meetings between people.
Not only words but tone, gestures and facial expressions
affect the way we perceive a message. This meaningmaking is multi-modal and dialogical, since every
expression, form and reaction is based on what precedes.
One consequence of this way of thinking is the
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Mother tongue and Swedish as a second
language

Developing the ability to read and write
Learning to read and write assumes phonological
awareness: being able to connect sounds to symbols.
This can take place in working with the language in an
active and playful way: finding rhymes, words that start
or end in the same way, etc., as well as in conversations
about the language: what happens if you take away or
add parts of words, etc. But even when children have
cracked the code and in that sense already know how to
read, their education in reading and writing continues.
What is the benefit of reading and writing? What
demands are placed in different situations? The ability
to communicate and understand a little bit more about
oneself and the world in meaningful contexts continues
to develop.
There are four important questions surrounding
the concept of meaningful contexts:
• What is the scope for culture in society?
Access to books? Reading, writing, discussions
of important issues? Libraries as a given resource?
• Attitude to reading and writing? Do the pupils
feel it’s interesting? Does literacy mean anything
to the pupils in everyday life?
• Knowledge about the subject to be treated?
Meaningfulness? Personal experiences to
capitalize on?
• The author’s and reader’s own level of
competence? Experience/practice of speech and
writing situations? Experience/practice of talking
about one’s own actions or writing/reading?
Establishing good literacy environments isn’t always
easy, but some characteristic features for working in
such environments are:
• Fields of knowledge in which content and entity
are treated as a whole
• Functional relations
• Proceeding from the pupils’ own experiences,
needs and interests
A further aspect is the understanding that all
subjects in school are equally important for language
and knowledge development. Language plays a central
role in all subjects.

Over the past few decades, Sweden has become a
culturally diverse and multilingual country. To see and
acknowledge the wealth that people with new experiences
and language skills contribute to society and to take part
in various cultural expressions is enriching for everyone.
It also poses many new kinds of questions, including the
best way for the educational system to handle this
diversity. Nearly 15 percent of today’s pupils in Swedish
primary and secondary schools have a different native
language from Swedish. This group is of course not
homogeneous, and the variation, both linguistically and
culturally, among these pupils is greater than among
pupils with Swedish as their mother tongue. This means
that the schools face great challenges.

How does a child learn a language?
Regardless of language, children learn the pronunciation
of their mother tongue during their first 3–4 years, while
a 4–5-year-old has a command of the language’s grammar
and has built up a central vocabulary. Before they start
school most children know the rules of conversation and
how to tell a story. This is the base on which a language is
built and developed throughout life, if the country’s
majority language is involved.
If however the child’s native language is a minority
language in the country, which only the parents (or
perhaps only one parent) speak with the child, the
linguistic stimulation may be too low and the base too
weak – unless siblings, other relatives and friends also use
the language. For the schools, this means having to teach
about and in the minority language. All children should
achieve a foundation in their own native language first,
which can then be expanded and function in many
different contexts – for thinking and learning.

Why teach in the mother tongue?
No one questions teaching Swedish to pupils who have
Swedish as their native tongue. Nonetheless people
wonder about the wisdom of offering instruction in
another language that happens to be other pupils’ native
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read and write. A common lexical problem for people
learning a second language is the ability to understand metaphors and the figurative meanings of
words, which especially jeopardizes one’s overall
comprehension of a text and the ability to utilize
subtle clues for deeper understanding.
Phonological aptitude in both languages is
correlated with successful reading capacity in the
second language, both when it comes to decoding
and when it comes to comprehension. The size of the
vocabulary in the second language, and even in the
first language, correlates with reading ability in the
second language and the child’s linguistic socialization in the home. In summary, language-developing
interaction plays an important role in how well
children develop both of their languages.

language. This instruction is necessary because it
helps pupils:
• fully develop their first language
• feel they belong to their family’s ethnic and
cultural background
• learn Swedish as easily and well as possible
• learn other subjects offered at school as easily
and well as possible

Swedish as a second language
Language is part of a person’s identity, and many
children feel it is important to learn to speak Swedish
just like their friends. Indeed, they learn a language
that functions in conversations for “here and now”
fairly quickly – and which they often receive praise for
– while complex concepts and the full spectrum of a
word’s meaning may still be passing them by. For the
cognitive functions of a language, for learning and for
problem-solving, the base they have in Swedish is not
enough. Children with Swedish as their first language
already have a sufficient base to build upon when they
start school, while children with another native
tongue need instruction, through the subject of
Swedish as a second language, to solidify and add to
this base. Furthermore, the teacher of this subject
needs to make continuous qualified assessments of the
pupil’s language development in Swedish, the second
language.

Problems in reading and writing
Almost five percent of young adults in Sweden have
problems with literacy. Sometimes this is because they
got caught in a vicious circle at an early stage in school
that made them avoid reading or choose easy texts
that gave them no challenge or linguistic or mental
stimulation. Reading ability can be described as a
combination of decoding, comprehension and
motivation. How to view and treat the proportions
between these three factors is an issue of major
debate. How should children who have a hard time
learning to read and write be given help and support
in the best way?
Factors behind the children’s problems can be on
the school level (working environment in the classroom, teacher competence), on the linguistic level
(relationship between speech and text, dialect), on
the family level (reading, reading habits, access to
newspapers and books) or on the individual level
(language disorders, concentration, hearing).
A consideration of all these levels is of course important.

Bilingualism and success in school
Swedish and international research show that schoolchildren who participate in mother tongue instruction
from nursery school up through middle and secondary school perform best in school, while the opposite
applies to pupils who stop going to mother tongue
instruction at an early stage. Other factors also affect
success in school of course, including how dedicated
the parents are, but the above assertion is consistent
with the results of many methodologically wellfounded studies.
The size of an individual’s vocabulary correlates
strongly with the development of his or her ability to
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realization that we learn in many different ways and
with all our senses. As a fundamental concept in
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A consideration of all these levels is of course important.

Bilingualism and success in school
Swedish and international research show that schoolchildren who participate in mother tongue instruction
from nursery school up through middle and secondary school perform best in school, while the opposite
applies to pupils who stop going to mother tongue
instruction at an early stage. Other factors also affect
success in school of course, including how dedicated
the parents are, but the above assertion is consistent
with the results of many methodologically wellfounded studies.
The size of an individual’s vocabulary correlates
strongly with the development of his or her ability to
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Consequences for teaching

It is the ongoing responsibility of the teacher to evaluate
a child’s reading and writing development, observe his
or her progress, react if it fails to appear and try to find
out why. A systematic set of checkpoints helps the
teacher see what is missing and how the child can go
further. The diagnosis material available from the
Swedish National Agency for Education is one such
tool, pointing out for instance that one sign of dyslexia
is a slow and shaky ability to decode words, often due
to insufficient phonological awareness. Orthographic
decoding is also important to building up the ability
to read quickly and with stability.
Reading can be described as an interplay between
the top-to-bottom and bottom-to-top processes of the
hourglass model: pre-understanding, key concepts and
the text schedule interwoven with perception, word
decoding and syntactic analysis. The important area is
the neck of the hourglass: the reader’s strategies and
the capacity of his or her internal memory determine
how well the processes can work together.

Much research has shown that children’s language and
language use are socially and culturally conditioned,
which means that “middle-class school culture” can be
a problem and require the teacher to be both a good
observer and a good listener.
Language and thinking are stimulated by a creative
environment; children learn with all their senses and
in functional contexts. Schools must thus consciously
strive to give children a richly varied school
environment where reading and writing are used
functionally, where experiences can be expressed in
many ways – in speech, writing, pictures, drama,
film and music – and where there is an availability
of libraries, books and computers, providing ample
scope for language.
Most important to a pupil’s success in school are
factors in the home environment – but this is closely
followed by the teacher! The best teachers create good
conditions for learning a language, have a clear
structure in their teaching, provide ample room for
reading and stimulate pupils to think on their own.
Successful teachers of literacy often read out loud for
pupils; see to it that all pupils read to themselves at least
20 minutes a day; use youth literature, radio and
television in their teaching; integrate reading with
writing; develop the pupils’ background knowledge
with the help of mind maps and video productions;
and link lessons in grammar to writing.
Class size seems to be less important than work
methods. On the other hand, the factors reading,
continuous observation and progression appear to be
central words in educational language development.
This means wanting, daring and being able to express
what you actually want to express in speech and writing
– an important phrase in the Swedish curriculum
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Driving forces and challenges
Being able to read and write broadens everyone’s world.
Schools thus have a major responsibility to inspire a
number of literacy activities in meaningful and interesting contexts, where the texts are used and where it is a
matter of course to discuss, study and publish texts, as well
as share someone else’s thoughts. Reading and writing are
thus part of a social context. The ability to read and write
also stimulates the individual’s own personal interest,
challenging his or her own ability and expanding with use.
Internationally speaking, Sweden has led the way in
many studies, but certain findings call for re-examination: reading and reflecting on long texts appears to
have become more difficult for Swedish 15-year-olds,
gender differences in reading ability are relatively
significant (in the girls’ favour) and pupils with other
native tongues than Swedish do not perform as well.
There is however a notable level of equality in Swedish
schools and the variance between the strongest and
weakest pupils is relatively small.
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