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Abstract 
 

This study sought to understand school leaders' views of literacy education from a European 

perspective. Eight Norwegian primary school's literacy plans were randomly selected, and one 

EU policy document, the final report by the EU High-Level Group of Experts on Literacy, 

was chosen purposefully. A detailed thematic analysis of the expert group's report was the 

basis for a content analysis of the literacy plans. The result was interpreted using John 

McNeils' four curriculum ideologies. The analysis suggested that both had a small preference 

for the humanistic curriculum, illustrated by their emphasis on motivation, individualization, 

and qualitative assessment. However, the plans and the report included learning-objectives 

and standardized assessments, elements associated with a systemic view of education. 

Further, they also expressed views consistent with the academic and social reconstructionist 

curriculum. Overall, the study revealed the High-Level Group Experts on Literacy and the 

Norwegian primary school leaders' view on literacy education was multifaceted but similar. 

 

Keywords: Norway, primary schools, literacy education, literacy plans, EU education policy, 

curriculum ideologies  



III 

 

Table of Contents 
Acknowledgements ................................................................................................................... V 

List of Abbreviations ................................................................................................................ VI 

List of Tables ........................................................................................................................... VII 

List of Figures ....................................................................................................................... VIII 

1 Introduction ........................................................................................................................ 1 

1.1 Background .................................................................................................................. 1 

1.2 Purpose and Justification ............................................................................................. 2 

1.3 Research Questions and Study Scope .......................................................................... 2 

1.4 Structure of the Thesis ................................................................................................. 4 

2 Analytical Framework ........................................................................................................ 5 

2.1 Four Sociological Paradigms ....................................................................................... 5 

 Radical humanist .................................................................................................. 6 

 Interpretive ........................................................................................................... 8 

 Functionalist ......................................................................................................... 9 

 Radical structuralist ............................................................................................ 10 

2.2 Educational Ideologies .............................................................................................. 10 

 Humanistic curriculum ....................................................................................... 11 

 The social reconstructionist curriculum ............................................................. 13 

 The systemic curriculum .................................................................................... 16 

 The academic curriculum ................................................................................... 18 

2.3 Analytical Model ....................................................................................................... 20 

3 Geographical and Theoretical Context ............................................................................. 24 

3.1 World-Wide Trends in Education Research .............................................................. 24 

 Past ..................................................................................................................... 24 

 Present ................................................................................................................ 26 

3.2 European Context ...................................................................................................... 27 

 The Workings of the EU .................................................................................... 27 

 EU policy trends ................................................................................................. 29 

3.3 Norwegian Context .................................................................................................... 30 

 School reforms ................................................................................................... 31 

 Public Management and Assessment ................................................................. 32 

3.4 Educational Transfer .................................................................................................. 33 

4 Methodology .................................................................................................................... 35 

4.1 Assumptions About the Nature of Social Science ..................................................... 35 

4.2 Basic Design .............................................................................................................. 36 



IV 

 

4.3 Sampling a European Policy Document .................................................................... 38 

4.4 Publicly Available Data ............................................................................................. 38 

 Reading scores .................................................................................................... 39 

 Other measures ................................................................................................... 40 

4.5 Sampling Literacy Plans ............................................................................................ 41 

 Sampling counties .............................................................................................. 41 

 Sampling schools ................................................................................................ 44 

 Data selection ..................................................................................................... 46 

4.6 Data Analysis ............................................................................................................. 47 

 RQ1: Thematic analysis ..................................................................................... 48 

 RQ2: Computer-assisted content analysis .......................................................... 49 

 RQ4: Comparing frequency of coded references above or below the mean ...... 50 

4.7 Reliability, Validity, and Ethics ................................................................................ 51 

5 Findings ............................................................................................................................ 53 

5.1 RQ1: What are the EU HLG’s views on literacy education? .................................... 53 

 Intentions ............................................................................................................ 54 

 Content ............................................................................................................... 57 

 Teaching and learning methods .......................................................................... 64 

 Assessment plan, data collection, and monitoring ............................................. 64 

5.2 RQ2: What are Norwegian primary school leaders’ views on literacy education? ... 65 

 The Buskerud schools: Baltus and Bimus .......................................................... 66 

 The Hordaland schools: Haltus and Himus ........................................................ 68 

 The Møre og Romsdal schools: Maltus and Mimus .......................................... 70 

 The Oslo schools: Oltus and Omus .................................................................... 71 

5.3 RQ3: How do Norwegian primary school leaders’ views on literacy education 

compare or differ between schools? ..................................................................................... 73 

 Themes ............................................................................................................... 73 

 Ideological similarities and differences .............................................................. 77 

5.4 RQ4: How do the EU HLG’s views on literacy education compare or differ from 

those of Norwegian primary school leaders? ....................................................................... 78 

6 Discussion ........................................................................................................................ 82 

6.1 Main Findings ............................................................................................................ 82 

6.2 Reflections on the Main Findings .............................................................................. 83 

6.3 Recommendations for Future Research ..................................................................... 87 

Bibliography ............................................................................................................................. 89 

Appendices ............................................................................................................................... 96 

 



V 

 

Acknowledgements 
 
I first wish to direct a word of thanks to everyone that has been in my life during this process. 

A special thanks go out to my supervisor, Joshua Lawrence. Working with you has been a 

privilege. Thank you for the support, encouragement, and constructive feedback during this 

process. I very much appreciate all you taught me about literacy, literacy research, and 

academic writing.  

I am also grateful to everyone involved in the CIE program, particularly Camilla Bakke, in 

the administration. Thank you for following up on my progress and for being patient and 

kind. I would also like to thank Fengshu Liu and Lene Buchert. Your lectures were engaging 

and eye-opening. I still remember the day Lene first introduced the class to Paulston’s map of 

paradigms and theories in CIE and the confused look on our faces. Thank you for showing us 

to this map, it has now become an integral part of how I make sense of the world. Also, thank 

you to my fellow students for the long hours in the library and for the fun times outside of it.  

Last but not least, I wish to express my gratitude family and friends who offered moral 

support. Finally, I want to thank my significant other for encouraging me, feeding me, and 

being amazing throughout this process.  

Again, many thanks to all of you. This would literary not have been possible without all your 

help and encouragement. Nonetheless, all decisions made along the way are mine, and I stand 

responsible for the result. 



VI 

 

List of Abbreviations 
 

EU European Union 

ELINET The European Literacy Policy Network 

EEA European Economic Area 

Udir Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training 

SSB Statistics Norway [Statistisk sentralbyrå]  

HLG EU High-Level Group of Experts on Literacy 

 

 

 

 

  



VII 

 

List of Tables 
 

Table 2.1 Analytical Model for Ideological Analysis ............................................................... 22 
Table 4.1 Comparative Case Study Analyses ........................................................................... 38 
Table 4.2 Transformation of Variables: The Three-Point Category ....................................... 39 

Table 4.3 Transformation of Reading Scores from Numerical to Categorical ........................ 40 
Table 4.4 Intraclass Correlation .............................................................................................. 42 
Table 4.5 Summary of Reading Scores ..................................................................................... 43 
Table 4.6 The Frequency of Schools by Reading Outcome and County. ................................. 43 
Table 4.7 Number of Sampled Schools by System and Outcome ............................................. 44 

Table 4.8 Mean and Percentile of Reading Score for Each County ........................................ 45 

Table 4.9 Frequency of Schools by Reading Outcome and County ......................................... 45 
Table 4.10 Data List: Selected Schools and Response Rate .................................................... 46 

Table 4.11 Coding Framework: Document Dimensions .......................................................... 48 
Table 5.1 HLG on Definition of Literacy ................................................................................. 61 
Table 5.2 Descriptive Information About the Schools ............................................................. 65 

Table 5.3 Frequency of Coded References in School Literacy Plans Considerably Above (+) 

or Below (-) the Mean .............................................................................................................. 74 
Table 5.4 References to Alternative Assessments ..................................................................... 76 

Table 5.5 Example of a School Assessment Plan ..................................................................... 76 
Table 5.6 Distribution of Coding References by Curriculum Ideologies ................................. 79 

 

 



VIII 

 

List of Figures 
 

Figure 2.1. Four Paradigms for the Analysis of Social Theory. ................................................. 5 
Figure 2.2 A schematic map of curriculum ideologies relative to Burrell and Morgan’s four 

sociological paradigms. ............................................................................................................ 21 

Figure 3.1The 'black box' through which the inputs of globalization is transform the output . 33 
Figure 4.1. An illustration of the comparative dimensions within Educational Studies. ......... 37 
Figure 4.2. Graph box of schools’ reading scores over counties. ............................................ 43 

Figure 4.3 Sampling process. ................................................................................................... 46 

Figure 4.4 Data analysis flow. .................................................................................................. 48 
Figure 4.5. Coding hierarchy. ................................................................................................... 49 

Figure 5.1. Word cloud of Literacy Report: 40 most frequent words. ..................................... 54 
 

 

 

 

file:///C:/Users/jenny/Google%20Drive/Projects/Thesis%203/Chapters/Thorbjørnsen%20(2020)%20European%20Perspectives%20on%20Local%20Literacy%20Plans.docx%23_Toc44403504


1 

1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Background 

Norway’s education policies have become increasingly outcome-oriented in parallel with 

global trends. Large international assessment programs that focus on outcomes rather than 

processes, such as the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and Trends in 

International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), have probably influenced this trend 

(Prøitz & Nordin, 2019). As a response to poor PISA results in reading in 2001, Norway has 

put in place several national initiatives, such as Gi rom for lesing! Make room for 

reading (Udir, 2007) and Språkløyper (The National Strategy for Language, Reading, and 

Writing 2016–2019) (Udir, n.d.). As part of participating in the Make room for reading 

initiative, schools were required to create a reading plan leseplan. These plans are whole-

school policy documents aimed at coordinating and guiding reading (and writing) instruction. 

These plans are hereafter referred to as literacy plans. In some ways, these documents 

function like a policy document: They identify needs, set priorities, outline a strategy, and 

establish work routines. In other ways, these documents function as a curriculum: They 

provide goals, outline learning objectives, organize content and learning experiences, and 

detail assessment plans. Literacy plans are essential organization-level strategic documents 

that provide resources to actualize regional, national, and international policy initiatives. 

Under accountability policies in US and English schools, strategic planning is a common 

school-improvement practice (Bell, 2002; Mintrop, MacLellan, & Quintero, 2001; Strunk, 

Marsh, Bush-Mecenas, & Duque, 2015). This is not necessarily reflected in the literature. 

Although school-based policy making has received some attention in peer-reviewed sources 

(Caputo & Rastelli, 2014; Fernandez, 2009), literacy plans have received comparatively less 

attention (Merga & Gardiner, 2018). In response, this study utilized literacy plans as a data 

source on school leaders’ views on literacy education. Literacy plans can provide a glimpse 

into how the leadership teams who author them view literacy, how they view education in 

general, and how they approach educational leadership. However, documents are context-

specific (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). One of the contexts that deserves more attention in 

Norwegian educational literacy is the European context. As a member of most EU educational 

programs, Norway and its educational policies are subject to the EU’s influential power 
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(Karlsen, 2015). This study sought to understand school leaders’ views of literacy education 

from a European perspective. The study compared the final report by the EU High-Level 

Group of Experts on Literacy (hereafter referred to as the EU Literacy Report) and eight 

Norwegian schools’ literacy plans.  

In the remainder of this introduction, I first outline the purpose and justification for this study, 

after which I introduce the scope of the study and the research questions. Then, I summarize 

the methodology, define the key concepts, and present the structure of the thesis.  

1.2 Purpose and Justification 

Competing interests, contradictory policies, and multiple actors in the local, national, and 

global space make navigating the educational policy space disorienting (Rizvi & Lingard, 

2010; Yang, 2014). How schools navigate these complex landscapes is not well understood, 

and yet this question is of relevance for all schools in the world. The purpose of this study 

was to shed light on school-based policy texts from a global perspective—more specifically, 

by comparing Norwegian literacy plans to the final report on literacy by the EU High-Level 

Group of Experts. Although Norway has close ties to Europe through several organizations, 

there is little research on how European educational policy initiatives are expressed at the 

local level. The same could be said for literacy plans and for the local level in general. The 

local level is not given as much attention in educational literature as the macro-level 

(national/regional) or micro-level (class or teacher) (Beacco et al., 2016). While several 

primary schools in Norway have literacy plans, these plans are rarely subject to investigation. 

These plans can be thought of as testimonies about what school leaders think or do not think 

of literacy education. In short, these documents bring together important strategic and 

organizational perspectives. The quality of other school planning documents has been shown 

to be linked to student performance (Caputo & Rastelli, 2014; Fernandez, 2009; Strunk et al., 

2015), indicating that they may be of some importance to the school administration.  

1.3 Research Questions and Study Scope 

This study examines local school leaders’ views on literacy education within the global policy 

context. Literacy education is here defined as the process of facilitating the instruction and 

acquisition of reading and writing skills. The scope of this study was limited to Norwegian 
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primary schools and the EU, specifically the EU High-Level Group of Experts on Literacy 

(here also referred to as the HLG). Four research questions guided this study:  

• RQ1: What is the EU High-Level Group of Experts on Literacy’s views on literacy 

education?  

• RQ2: What are Norwegian primary school leaders’ views on literacy education?  

• RQ3: How are the views of Norwegian primary school leaders similar or different 

across schools?  

• RQ4: How do the EU HLG’s views on literacy education compare or differ from 

Norwegian primary school leaders?  

The EU HLG’s views were discovered through analyzing the Final Report by the High-Level 

Groups of Experts on Literacy (European Commission, 2012a). For practicality, this report is 

here referred to as the EU Literacy Report. The views of school leaders were revealed by a 

careful analysis of selected primary schools’ literacy plans. Literacy plans, sometimes also 

referred to as reading plans, are documents that “formalise the position of literacy as a whole 

school priority and guide how this priority is to be enacted in daily practice” (Merga & 

Gardiner, 2018, p. 38). The literacy plans can be viewed as a mix between policy and 

curriculum. This is only possible with a broad definition of both concepts. Policy and 

curriculum are terms defined in a variety of ways. A policy can involve governmental and 

non-governmental actors, decision and non-decision making, and output and outcome (Rizvi 

& Lingard, 2010; Yang, 2014). This study refers primarily to policies, outputs, or policy texts, 

such as plans, decisions, or proposals, that express intentions, ideas, aims, objectives, or 

standards. Curriculum is often seen as “operating in educational settings, encompassing 

planned and experienced learning for pupils” (Adamson & Morris, 2014, p. 312). In this 

work, I refer primarily to the intended curriculum. The intended or planned curriculum 

outlines goals, objectives, content, and skills expected to be taught and learned, as well as 

subject matter, instructional methods, material, and other classroom experiences and activities 

(Behar-Horenstein, 2018; Ornstein & Hunkins, 2018). Simply put, it is “[…] a plan for 

achieving goals” (Ornstein & Hunkins, 2018, p. 26).  
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1.4 Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis is divided into six chapters. This section marks the end of the first chapter, the 

introduction. The second chapter, the Analytical Framework, introduces four sociological 

paradigms and four curriculum ideologies. These two frameworks guide the analysis and 

discussion of the research problems. The third chapter provides the Geographical and 

Theoretical Context needed to understand the local and global context of literacy education 

policies in Norway and in the EU. The fourth chapter is the Methodology chapter. The fifth 

chapter is Findings; here I present the results of the thematic analysis of the EU Literacy 

Report, computer-assisted content analysis of the literacy plans, the theme-level distance 

analysis of school leaders’ views of literacy education, and lastly the ideological analysis 

comparing the views of the HLG and Norwegian school leaders. The last chapter discusses 

the findings in light of geographical and theoretical contexts. 
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2 Analytical Framework 
 

Values pervade policy processes. Some values may present themselves clearly to the reader of 

the policy document, while implicit values may require more careful analysis to be uncovered 

(Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). This chapter presents a framework for identifying and categorizing 

values and assumptions underlying educational policy documents. The framework draws on 

the analytical traditions of sociology and curriculum studies. The first section introduces 

Burrell and Morgan’s (1992) four sociological paradigms. The second section describes 

McNeil’s (2015) four curriculum ideologies. In the last section, I draw a link between the 

paradigms and the ideologies, creating a broad model to guide the analysis of both the local 

and global level.    

2.1 Four Sociological Paradigms 

Paradigms are ways of seeing and interpreting the world. Embedded in each paradigm are a 

set of claims about the world, methods for gathering and analyzing data, and habits of 

scientific thought and action (Godfrey-Smith, 2003). G. Burrell and Morgan (1979) created a 

framework for analyzing social theory (Figure 2.1) across two dimensions: (1) the 

transformative-regulative dimension on the vertical axis, and (2) the subjective-objective 

dimension on the horizontal axis. When these two dimensions are combined, they define four 

distinct sociological paradigms: radical structuralist, functionalist, radical humanist, and 

interpretive (G. Burrell & Morgan, 1979).  

 Transformative  

Subjective 

RADICAL 

HUMANIST  

RADICAL 

STRUCTURALIST 

Objective 

INTERPRETIVE FUNCTIONALIST  

  Regulative  

Figure 2.1. Four Paradigms for the Analysis of Social Theory.  The schematic depicts where the four sociological 

paradigms fall on the horizontal (subjective-objective) and vertical (transformative-regulative) axes. Reprinted from 

Sociological Paradigms and Organisational Analysis (G. Burrell & Morgan, [1979] 2007, p. 22). 
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The regulative-transformative axis describes the assumptions the paradigm makes about the 

nature of society. The sociology of regulation explains and studies what holds society 

together. It is concerned with: (a) the status quo, (b) social order, (c) voluntary and 

spontaneous consensus, (d) social integration and cohesion, (e) solidarity, (f) need 

satisfaction, and (g) actuality (G. Burrell & Morgan, 1979). “Social cohesion” and “need 

satisfaction” may sound idealistic. However, these terms often do not imply a break with the 

status quo. The change within the regulative dimension is linear and incremental. In this view, 

“need satisfaction” presumes “that it is possible to identify and satisfy human needs within the 

context of existing social systems” (G. Burrell & Morgan, 1979, p. 18). 

In contrast to the sociology of regulation, which focuses on “what is,” the sociology of 

transformation (radical change) is concerned with “what is possible.” Transformative change 

implies emancipating people from the material and physical forces preventing them from 

fulfilling their full potential. This view is concerned with: (a) radical change, (b) structural 

conflict, (c) modes of domination, (d) contradiction, (e) emancipation, (f) deprivation, and (g) 

potentiality (G. Burrell & Morgan, 1979).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

The subjective-objective axis describes the assumptions the paradigm makes about the nature 

of social science. Subjectivists focus on individuals’ experiences of the world. They argue 

that reality is constructed. On the other side of the axis, objectivists assert that there is 

objective truth external to the individual. Moreover, objectivists treat the social world similar 

to the natural world—as explainable, predictable, and measurable. Characteristic of their 

scientific pursuit is the search for underlying structures, relationships between elements, and 

universal laws. Their focus on generalizations stands in stark contrast to the subjectivist quest 

for discovering different ways of understanding and making sense of phenomena. The 

subjectivist approach requires detailed analysis and insight into the background and history of 

its subject. This approach relies on diaries, biographies, and journalistic records. This is set 

against the objectivist approach, which relies on systematic procedures and protocols, 

quantitative data analysis techniques, surveys, questionnaires, and standardized research 

instruments (Ardalan, 2019; G. Burrell & Morgan, 1979).  

 Radical humanist 
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The radical humanist paradigm makes transformative assumptions about the nature of society. 

Theories within this paradigm critique the status quo and want to change the social world 

through consciousness. These theories focus on power structures in society, domination, 

deprivation, and emancipation from oppressive ideological superstructures. Radical humanists 

make subjective assumptions about the nature of science, arguing that so-called “value-free” 

science, technology, and language are not objective but rather uphold a system of power and 

domination (Ardalan, 2019). Theories branching out from the radical humanist paradigm are 

critical ethnography and feminist, poststructuralist, and critical theory (Paulston, 1993).  

Michel Foucault influenced poststructuralism with his critique of neutral knowledge. Foucault 

argued that power produces knowledge. Theories such as Marxism and liberalism claim they 

have discovered “fundamental truth about the world.” Poststructuralism rejects and exposes 

such claims of universal truths and questions how certain truths came to be accepted (Baylis, 

Smith, & Owens, 2010).  

Jürgen Habermas and other thinkers from the Frankfurt School, such as Adorno, Marcuse, 

Horkheimer, and Fromm, influenced critical theory. Critical theorists have contributed to the 

meaning of emancipation. Habermas found that actively reducing barriers to participating in 

society leads to more democracy and eventually to emancipation (Cohen, Manion, & 

Morrison, 2017; Hobden & Jones, 2010). Habermas proposed a socially constructed view of 

knowledge whereby social and positional power dictate what is considered worthwhile 

knowledge. He conceptualized three types of interest connected to ideologies and values on 

which people, social groups, institutions, and societies operate: technical, practical, and 

emancipatory.  

Habermas’ conceptualization of human interests provides a means for critical theorists to 

uncover and question the legitimacy of interests. Those driven by technical interests are 

control-oriented, find legitimacy in empirical research, and produce instrumental research 

objectives. Technical-oriented interests are associated with reinforcing the position of the 

empowered and keeping the disempowered powerless (Cohen et al., 2017; Kubow & Fossum, 

2007). Technical interests manifest in schools in the form of standardized testing as a tool to 

measure teacher competences and school effectiveness (Kubow & Fossum, 2007). People 

with an emancipatory interest challenge the status quo. Kant’s Critique on Judgment, which 

focused on the “liberating power of human thought,” influenced Habermas’ conception of 

emancipatory interest (Kubow & Fossum, 2007). Those driven by emancipatory interests 
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have a transformative agenda. They seek to expose power relations and bring about social 

justice. The practical interest characterizes the qualitative approaches as well as hermeneutic 

and interpretive methodologies. Those driven by practical interests seek to get close to the 

subjects to understand the world through their eyes, recapturing meanings in social contexts, 

and to reconstruct the intentions of actors in a situation. In educational settings, a practical 

interest directs our attention toward the classroom (Cohen et al., 2017; Kubow & Fossum, 

2007).  

 Interpretive  

The interpretive paradigm (also termed humanist) is regulative. However, its regulative 

assumptions are often implicit due to its subjective nature. Theorists within the interpretive 

paradigm argue that the social world is created by individuals, believing that multiple realities 

exist and that these realities are sustained by a network of assumptions and shared meanings. 

The interpretive paradigm critiques the functionalist position that scientific methods are 

value-free and that the cultural sphere of human beings can be studied using methods from 

natural sciences. Interpretive methods are directed toward understanding human beings, their 

minds, their feelings, and the way these are expressed as actions (Ardalan, 2019; G. Burrell & 

Morgan, 1979).  

The theories associated with the interpretive paradigm are phenomenographic, ethnographic, 

and constructivist (also called constructionist) (Cohen et al., 2017; Paulston, 1993). 

Phenomenographic theories focus on the lived experience of individuals. Moreover, 

phenomenographic researchers seek to interpret, understand, and conceptualize certain 

phenomena from the perspectives of the participants. Furthermore, they also strive to 

understand why participants’ perceptions have come to be what they are (Cohen et al., 2017; 

Orgill, 2012). Constructivists view people as active builders of their social worlds, as opposed 

to viewing the world as determined by material forces. The world takes form through social 

experiences and interactions with the environment. Constructivists are, therefore, interested in 

the socio-cultural contexts in which people live (Cohen et al., 2017). In constructivist 

classrooms, children participate in constructing their own knowledge. Constructivist learning 

theories take various forms, but they may be expressed in the classroom as teaching adapted 

to the learner’s prior experiences; students participate actively and are given the time needed 

to reflect and think. They are also encouraged to explain, interpret, predict, and construct 

ideas (Windschitl, 2002).   
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Similar to phenomenology, ethnography is concerned with how participants make sense of the 

world. Ethnographers are interested in the “taken-for-granted” meanings that structure 

interactions in everyday life (Cohen et al., 2017; Mills & Morton, 2013). Mills (Mills & 

Morton, 2013) described ethnographic research as an “uncomfortable science” because it does 

not shy away from discomfort in questioning what others take for granted and in immersing 

fully in the situation under study. An ethnographic approach to learning seeks to engage with 

students’ learning through the sharing of experiences. It also seeks to nurture observation and 

reflection skills. Empathy is central in ethnographic research. Empathy is necessary in order 

to be able to understand feelings and emotions. The ethnographic teacher uses their empathic 

skills to “read” the mood of their class. Like an ethnographic researcher, the ethnographic 

teacher observes the class and reflects on the dynamics and forces around them that influence 

classroom interactions (Mills & Morton, 2013).  

 Functionalist  

The functionalist paradigm makes objective assumptions about the nature of science. In this 

view, social sciences are seen as an extension of the natural sciences. The second assumption 

functionalists make is of the regulative nature of society. This view translates into an interest 

in the interactions and adjustments individuals and institutions make to maintain order and 

equilibrium (Ardalan, 2019; G. Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Education can here play a role in 

maintaining the system through socialization. The functionalist tradition is influenced by the 

work of French sociologist Émile Durkheim (1858–1917). To Durkheim, education systems 

reproduce collectively held beliefs and norms. He viewed educational values as expressions 

of “societal needs.” Functionalist thinking is often used to explain the role of education in 

society in terms of preparing students to take part in political, economic, and social 

institutions (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010; C. D. Russell, 2013).    

Theories located within the context of the functionalist paradigm are neofunctionalism, 

rational choice, conflict theory, human capital, and modernization theory (Paulston, 1993). 

Human capital theory asserts how countries will make the transition to modern society 

through investing in people. Human capital theory suggests that economic growth depends on 

the education and health of the workforce, and not only on physical capital, such as 

infrastructure (C. Russell, 2013).  
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Modernization theory refers to theoretical claims mainly put forward by scholars in the US in 

the 1950s through the 1970s. These scholars believed that other countries would sooner or 

later follow in the steps of the US and other Western countries on their path to modernity. The 

influential six-stage model of economic growth by Walt Rostow describes this process. 

Through a transitional period, countries would develop from being traditional societies 

dependent on agriculture to becoming consumer-oriented, high mass consumption societies. 

Through this process, these countries would adopt modern attitudes, values, and beliefs 

(Everts, 2011; Glassman, 2006). Modernizationists used education as a tool for creating 

acceptance of the current economic system and promoting work-related attitudes, values, and 

behaviors (Kubow & Fossum, 2007).  

 Radical structuralist  

Radical structuralists make transformative assumptions about the nature of society from an 

objectivist standpoint. Their structural basis for societal critique stands in contrast to radical 

humanists, who focus on “consciousness.” Radical structuralists seek to explain radical 

change, which they believe takes place through political and economic crises that uproot the 

existing structures of society. Radical structuralists share with functionalists a belief in 

objectivism, arguing that the natural world exists outside the minds of human beings 

(Ardalan, 2019; G. Burrell & Morgan, 1979).  

The theories associated with radical structuralists are historical materialism, neo-Marxism, 

and cultural rationalization (Paulston, 1993). It is primarily the later works of Marx that 

influenced the radical structuralist paradigm. To understand how societal change occurs, 

historical materialists use Marx’s analysis of alienation, exploitation, and class. Bukharin's 

historical materialism is based on Marx’s view of society. However, Bukharin’s historical 

materialism is not a politico-economic analysis. Rather, it is a theory of society and the 

principles of its evolution. Bukharin, like Marx, observed that human development occurs 

through periods of revolutionary disequilibrium (Alex, 2011; G. Burrell & Morgan, 1979; 

Holt, 2014).  

2.2 Educational Ideologies  

The educational content and methods used and produced by policy makers and educators can 

tell us something about their beliefs, interests, and values with respect to the purpose of 
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schooling. There are several ways of categorizing curriculum ideologies. For example, 

Adamson and Morris (2014) briefly described six curriculum ideologies. This study utilized 

John D. McNeil’s (2015) definition of curriculum ideologies. He described four curriculum 

ideologies in length in the eighth edition of his book, Contemporary Curriculum: In Thought 

and Action: the humanistic, the social reconstructionist, the systemic, and the academic 

curriculum. The humanistic curriculum focuses on personal development, the systematic 

curriculum is concerned with social change, the systematic curriculum aims for stability and 

future needs, and the academic curriculum focuses on knowledge production. 

 Humanistic curriculum  

The purpose of the humanistic curriculum is “to provide each learner with intrinsically 

rewarding experiences that contribute to personal liberation and development” (McNeil, 2015, 

p. 3). The humanistic approach to education is phenomenological, focusing on individuals’ 

understanding. In the humanistic classroom, the children determine what they will learn, and 

the teachers are there to guide them. For the humanist, learning not only takes place in the 

classroom but also whenever children use their senses to observe and interact with their 

environment. The humanistic curriculum is influenced by naturalism, Buddhism, the Greek 

tradition of education, traditional humanities (Pestalozzi, Rousseau), and third-force 

psychologies (Abraham Maslow, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Carl Rogers). The humanistic 

curriculum focuses on personal liberation, psychology, and individualized learning.  

Personal liberation and development  

Personal liberation occurs through examining how one’s views of the world have come about, 

transcending conventional values, and realizing we have the power to become whatever we 

desire. Psychologist Abraham Maslow put self-actualization on the top of his needs pyramid, 

suggesting that this is the last need to be satisfied after more basic needs have been met, such 

as physiological and safety needs. To Maslow, self-actualization meant becoming “everything 

you are capable of becoming” (Hugo, 2016, p. 109). Self-actualization should be encouraged, 

according to the humanists. It follows, then, that the curriculum must allow students to 

express themselves, discover who they are, experiment, and be heard. Moreover, students 

need environments that motivate them to improve themselves and in which they can develop 

confidence. To do so, learners need the opportunity to experience how it feels to succeed and 

would thus need an environment in which “there is no scarcity of rewards.” This contrasts 
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with the systematic learning environment, with its linear progression and right-and-wrong 

questions (McNeil, 2015). 

Humanistic psychology 

Humanists believe that children learn best when they are emotionally in balance, are enjoying 

learning, and are in a safe and nurturing environment. They therefore advocate that teachers 

be warm, listen, be respectful, and give students ample opportunities to express their feelings. 

Humanistic schools draw on psychology to help students regulate their emotions through 

biofeedback, overcome taboos through sharing circles, and boost self-confidence through 

assertiveness training and positive self-talk (“I can do this”). The Handbook of Humanistic 

Psychology reveals tensions between those drawing on the scientific and empirical and those 

whose practices draw from the mystical and spiritual. The techniques used by humanists that 

have their roots in the mystical are breathing exercises, meditation, and yoga. Parents have 

criticized these techniques for being “New Age” religious practices. The humanistic 

curriculum has also come under attack for asking teachers to operate as unauthorized 

therapists (McNeil, 2015).  

Although some of the techniques used by humanists are criticized, some forms of relaxation 

techniques and imaginary journeys have become established practices used to enhance 

reading comprehension:  

The forming of mental representations for concepts and key terms is important for 

long-term memory retention and comprehension. Reading comprehension is several 

grades higher when students can form mental representations for words that appear in 

the text. Use of analogy, metaphor, analysis, synthesis through drawings, and other 

visuals in math and science aims at acquiring powerful skill sets rather than forgettable 

cramming for a test. (McNeil, 2015, p. 6). 

Children’s happiness is central. Students should not have to study something if it makes them 

miserable. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, who studied intense activities, believed that intellectual 

development is maximized when the learning activity is intrinsically enjoyable. In similar 

vein, Carl Rogers believed such rewarding activity will make children want to continue 

learning (McNeil, 2015). Thus, humanists attempt to turn required tasks into games with the 

aim of identifying activities that are exciting. Humanists believe that existing tasks also offer 
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some challenges. Carefully considering the right balance between boring and overwhelming 

for students, humanists give students challenges that are playful, spontaneous, fun, and 

puzzling. An environment in which making mistakes is seen as part of the learning experience 

would encourage students to take more challenges (McNeil, 2015). Since feelings are 

important to humanists, students should be given the opportunity to express their feelings 

about what they have learned as well as about the learning process. Assessments within the 

humanistic curriculum are thus usually qualitative.  

Personalizing the curriculum  

The humanists adhere to principles of child-centered and self-directed learning. Child-

centered learning demonstrates the subject matter’s relevance to its learner, either by adapting 

to the local context or having the children search for personal meanings in the content 

through, for example, sharing their understanding of the subject matter. In reading, Kenneth 

Resch suggested relating the literature through both teachers and students sharing their 

personal connections evoked by the text. Humanists believes that when the subject matter is 

relevant to the child, it will make it less dull. When learning is self-directed, it is guided by 

the children’s interests, and the teacher assumes the role of a facilitator. Here, children can 

peruse individual goals and develop multiple interests. In such personalized learning 

environments, learning activities are characterized as creative, problem-based, inquiry-based, 

open-ended, exploratory, spontaneous, and puzzling. Instead of focusing on what to learn, 

humanists emphasize how to learn (McNeil, 2015). Despite focusing heavily on 

personalization, humanists are criticized for not being personalized enough, as much of their 

curriculum is delivered in a standard format to all the children in the class (McNeil, 2015).  

 The social reconstructionist curriculum  

The purpose of the social reconstructionist curriculum is to improve the world through a 

critical analysis of society, although pessimistic reconstructionists are not convinced that the 

curriculum can actually achieve social change (McNeil, 2015). Moreover, they do not have a 

universal objective or content: some pursue feminist causes, while others advocate for 

environmental causes. As Myles Horton (the founder of Highlander Folk School in 

Tennessee) put it: “They may not be able to state what they want in educational terms, but 

they know what they want in practical terms” (McNeil, 2015, p. 23). Social reconstructionism 

draws on the work of Theodore Brameld, John Dewey, Lev Vygotsky, Paulo Freire, the 
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critical pedagogy movement (McLaren, Giroux), Marxists, and the Frankfurt school (McNeil, 

2015). 

The similarities between the social reconstructionist curriculum and the humanistic 

curriculum is that they both focus on consciousness. Where they differ is that social 

reconstructionists go beyond individual changes. An example that illustrates this difference is 

the writing exercise assigned to students by Ira Shor, a critical pedagogue: The writing class 

selected “personal growth” as a theme and wrote about this theme in relation to individual 

matters such as personal strength and self-reliance. A humanistic teacher may have felt 

content with the results of the assignment—but to a social reconstructionist, the students’ 

essays will likely have lacked an account of how personal success is affected by social factors 

(inequality, discrimination, corporate domination). Shor had her students explore how 

economic policies and other topical issues could potentially affect personal growth (McNeil, 

2015).  

A societal critique 

Social reconstructionists believe that change occurs when society is not meeting people’s 

needs. This requires people to be aware of society’s shortcomings, such as inequality, 

discrimination, and exploitation. Learners should be confronted with these shortcomings not 

only in social studies but in all subjects. Interdisciplinary studies can help highlight some of 

these societal problems—for example, by connecting arts and economics, one can examine 

how business profits affect quality of life in city planning (McNeil, 2015). 

Social reconstructionists can be divided into two camps: the pessimists and the optimists. 

Central to both camps is raising students’ awareness of societal problems. What differentiates 

the two camps is that the optimists believe that the curriculum can emancipate people from 

oppressive conditions and bring about social justice through conscientization or student 

action. Optimists refer to successful literacy campaigns as proof that education can effect 

social change. Pessimists, on the other hand, argue that curriculum reforms rarely alter 

structural problems of inequality and poverty. As such, these reforms would ultimately serve 

the status quo. There is also a middle ground, as expressed in Dewey’s later writing, that 

although the school may not be the “main agency in changing society,” it could, at a local 

level, have an impact on the environment. Furthermore, some social reconstructionists, such 

as the futurists, “would be happy if the curriculum would help learners ‘want well’—that is, 
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conceive a desirable future after taking into account crucial social trends” (McNeil, 2015, p. 

38).  

Critical consciousness  

Central to social reconstructionists is the process of conscientization. Conscientization occurs 

when the learners gain awareness of oppressive social conditions and indoctrination and 

realize how to change oppressive elements in their lives. Paulo Freire believed that 

“oppression comes from within the person as well as from without” (McNeil, 2015, p. 24). To 

free the individual, Freire argued that their beliefs about the world must be challenges. Rather 

than accommodating or adjusting the learning to the social system, Freire advocated for 

freeing them “from slavish adherence to it” (McNeil, 2015, p. 24).  

Social reconstructionists draw on the work of cultural psychologists such as Michael Cole and 

Richard Schweder. Cultural psychologists hold that through shared experiences, the mind is 

co-constructed. This position lends credence to the social reconstructionist idea that the 

curriculum can shape the learner’s consciousness. The curriculum may do so by examining 

shared beliefs and assumptions about the world: “their origins, the interests they serve, and 

their consequences” (McNeil, 2015, p. 32). Teachers should help foster a skepticism in their 

students. Students need to learn how otherwise neutral facts, such as statistics, can be biasedly 

selected and presented to serve the author's interests (McNeil, 2015). 

Critical action 
To some social reconstructionists, it is not enough that students recognize injustice; they also 

need to take action. To Rebecca Powell, the highest level of literacy (in her literary 

curriculum for participating democracy) is a level in which “they use literacy to transform 

cultural aspects of society” (McNeil, 2015, p. 32). Students at schools with a social 

reconstructionist curriculum take part in community service projects, activism, social protests, 

and democratic processes. However, service projects such as feeding the homeless or 

translating for refugees are usually examples of social adaptions. More radical 

reconstructionists criticize the social adaption approach for not addressing the underlying 

causes of the problems (McNeil, 2015).  

In social reconstructionist schools, students are taught not only how to use technology but 

also how to create it, for two reasons: (a) to critique it, and (b) to place power into the hands 
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of disadvantaged groups. For example, an in-depth understanding of film production not only 

gives insights into the techniques used to manipulate reality to awoke emotional reaction, but 

it can also give the students the skills to control the means of film production, taking away 

their dependency on an industry whose biases exclude certain groups. Similarly, it is also 

valuable to learn how to program, as doing so can lead to the discovery of built-in biases in 

so-called objective software and the ability to create a website to promote their causes 

(McNeil, 2015).        

 The systemic curriculum 

The purpose of the systematic curriculum is to equip students with the skills and 

competencies needed to maintain a stable future. Although such future-oriented models tend 

to perpetuate the status quo, the systemic curriculum is not void of change but is rather 

incremental. Metaphorically, proponents of the systemic curriculum are working toward a 

linear trajectory, while social reconstructionists aim to create a new trajectory. The systemic 

curriculum is standardized and uses assessments to ensure that these standards are met. The 

systematic curriculum draws on the work of behavioral psychologists and cognitive 

psychologists, as well as on current data. In contrast to open-ended social reconstructionists 

and the humanistic curriculum, the systematic curriculum’s detailed description of learning 

outcomes creates fixed knowledge boundaries (McNeil, 2015). 

Systemic curriculum makers attempt to predict the skills and competencies needed to work 

and live in future societies. They are also concerned with staying competitive in an 

increasingly global world and may look to other countries to make sure their learning 

objectives are ambitious enough. Systemic policy- and curriculum-makers rely on empirical 

data to analyze gaps between current and future needed skills. They use the results of such 

analysis to formulate clear and measurable learning objectives. These learning objectives then 

determine the content of the curriculum. In other words, the ends determine the means 

(McNeil, 2015).  

Standardization and efficiency   

In the systemic curriculum, equality of educational opportunity is achieved by providing the 

same learning experience for all students. Working toward this objective, systemic education 

curriculum makers aim to provide detailed, clear, and uniform instructions to educators—all 

the way down to the classroom level in the form of scripted lessons. As a result, teachers may 
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experience the systemic curriculum as controlling, rigid, and allowing few opportunities for 

student choice. It has also led to an overwhelming number of standards. Often, teachers 

complain about a lack of time to address all the standards that are put forth by curriculum 

centers at different levels (McNeil, 2015, p. 46).  

Technology is integrated into the systemic curriculum to enhance instructional processes. 

Graphic representations of the world and visualization tools may be used to facilitate 

knowledge acquisition and comprehension. Digital assessments are used to optimize the 

administration of tests and data-collection processes (McNeil, 2015).   

Assessment and accountability 

To make the education system more effective, systemic curriculum- and policy-makers utilize 

needs and diagnostic assessments. Systemic planners argue for the importance of measuring 

learning progress toward the learning objectives at each stage in the learning process to make 

sure no students fall behind. Systemic curriculum makers break down the curriculum into age-

specific learning objectives in order to make it easier for educators to assess student 

proficiency levels. Systemic theorists argue that these learning objectives should be reflected 

in assessments and learning scales. Through frequent assessments, educators can make 

adjustments so that each student reaches the current stage in their education process before 

moving on the next (McNeil, 2015).  

Accountability has been proposed as the solution to the failure of public schools in the US in 

the last two decades. In an attempt to foster accountability, US policymakers have created a 

system that is less flexible, hierarchical, focused on professional development, evidence-

based, and data-driven (McNeil, 2015). A heavy focus on assessment has led to the criticism 

that the systematic curriculum teaches breadth and not depth, meaning that teaching has 

focused on a series of isolated facts in preparation for tests while leaving out creativity, 

higher-order thinking, and the uncertainty of knowledge. Ironically, data-driven studies 

challenge the balance between accountability and learning. Paul Black’s and Dylan William’s 

Black Box Projects revealed that effective strategies:  

(1) ensure students get feedback such as comments from the teacher and fellow 

students on “how to make the work better”; (2) avoid giving grades and 

numerical scores when students are engaged in learning, because grades have a 
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negative effect and are especially harmful to delayed achievers; and (3) 

promote peer and self-assessment by first making sure students understand the 

goal, accept the criteria for judging the work, and know what they need to do 

to reach the goal. (McNeil, 2015, p. 48) 

 The academic curriculum  

The academic curriculum aims to “equip learners to enter the world of knowledge with the 

basic concepts and methods for observing, noting relationships, analyzing data, and drawing 

conclusions” (McNeil, 2015, p. 81). In contrast to the systematic curriculum, which transmits 

facts and skills, the academic curriculum aims to provide intellectually challenging 

opportunities to students. The academic curriculum is associated with the liberal arts, which 

emphasizes the Socratic method, as well as linguistic, logical, and mathematical thinking. The 

academic curriculum draws on constructivism and on the work of Jerome Bruner, Philip 

Phenix, Howard Gardner (multiple intelligences), and Leon Festinger (cognitive dissonance) 

(McNeil, 2015).                         

Fostering higher-order thinking in students 

The goal of the academic curriculum is ultimately to foster analytical and abstract reasoning, 

problem solving, and higher-order thinking, writing, and reading. Students in academically 

oriented schools are trained to identifying logical relations, connecting concepts and ideas by 

using tools and strategies such as cognitive maps (McNeil, 2015).  

The shaping of inquiring minds is especially visible in another strand of the academic 

curriculum. This strand stresses the importance of introducing students at an early age to the 

tenets of science. To train students in scientific thinking, teachers give students practical 

experience in hypothesize, collecting data, analyzing, validation, and presenting findings. 

Learning activities in the academic curriculum are collaborative, creative, and investigative, 

and they encourage students to raise questions and come up with solutions to these questions. 

Moreover, instead of being passive receivers of knowledge, students take part in knowledge 

production. Here the role of technology is to give students opportunities to take part in real-

life scientific problem solving through, for example, a website that collects student-gathered 

data from all over the world into a common database (McNeil, 2015).  

Disciplinary thinking and literacy   
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One approach within the academic curriculum is called the structures of the disciplines. The 

structure of the discipline approach is concerned with understanding the principles that lend 

structures to an academic discipline. Each disciplinary community has built up a body of 

knowledge and collectively shapes what they consider to be the truth. The disciplines are a 

discourse of insiders who share an identity and language for exchanging ideas (McNeil, 

2015). In this way, structures of the disciplines align with constructivism, as each subject has 

its own language, values, and ways of giving meaning. Disciplinary literacy also aligns with 

constructivism in that it encourages students to engage in constructive activities. To become 

insiders in the disciplines, the students need to adopt as well as adapt the language, thinking, 

and habits of mind used by disciplinary experts (Ippolito, Dobbs, & Charner-Laird, 2019). 

Moreover, “disciplinary literacy refers to the idea that we should teach the specialized ways of 

reading, understanding, and thinking used in each academic discipline, such as science, 

history, or literature” (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2014, p. 636).  

Proponents of introducing pupils to thinking like scientists early on suggest several ways 

elementary school teachers can do so: guided reading of multiple texts, observing old 

artifacts, and comparing and contrasting pictures (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2014). The 

disciplinary way of viewing assessment translates into a focus on “what students read well.” 

This view contrasts with the global view of “how well they read.” Academicians may find 

that pupils labeled “struggling readers” by the systemic system may be proficient in reading 

science texts while struggling with English literature (Buehl, 2017, pp. 11-12). 

Influences of postmodernist thinking 

Social reconstructionists criticize the traditional academic curriculum for being elitist and 

detached from modern students’ realities. This criticism seems to have been taken to heart to 

by policy makers. Looking at current curricula, the postmodernists won the cultural wars of 

the past decade. Since their victory, more educators have encouraged a critical interpretation 

of classical literature and have introduced a broader range of reading material, including more 

works by minority writers and women. Although there are still traditionalists within the 

academic community who defend the mastery of a fixed set of knowledge, there are now also 

those who approach subjects with inquiry and interpretation (McNeil, 2015). The influence of 

postmodernism and multiculturalism has led to an academic curriculum that includes more 

multicultural perspectives and is increasingly recognizing the intellectual strengths of diverse 
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people. The academic curriculum values multiple forms of knowledge, cultural knowledge 

among them (McNeil, 2015).  

 

2.3 Analytical Model 

Sociological paradigms and educational ideologies are two different frameworks for making 

sense of and describing patterns occurring within an educational context. Although the 

sociological paradigms describe scholars’ views on society and research, this framework has 

found a place in studying literacy policy and plans because of the role research plays in 

informing educational practices. It is thus of little surprise that there are many similarities 

between sociological paradigms and educational ideologies. For example, the social 

reconstructionist curriculum shares many similarities with the radical humanist paradigm. 

They are both committed to social justice, they are both subjective in their approach, and they 

both draw on the works of many of the same scholars. In the same fashion, the systemic 

curriculum aligns with functionalism, and the humanistic and academic curriculums align 

with the interpretive paradigm.  

Similar to how Paulston (1993) mapped the knowledge constructs in comparative education, 

this section maps the curriculum ideologies relative to each other and the four sociological 

paradigms. Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) sociological paradigms are arguably more known 

than McNeil’s (McNeil, 2015) ideologies. Therefore, the cartographical representation of the 

ideologies could help place them within a more familiar framework. Moreover, this 

cartographical representation will help broaden the definition of the curriculum ideologies and 

thus make it easier to draw links between the ideologies and the literature on the geographical 

and theoretical context of the EU and Norway. All in all, it will hopefully make finding the 

way through this thesis a bit easier. In Paulston’s words, “[c]ognitive mapping is therefore 

necessary to provide theoretical and political orientation as we move into a new and confusing 

social terrain” (Paulston, 1993, p. 101).  
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Figure 2.2 A schematic map of curriculum ideologies relative to Burrell and Morgan’s four sociological paradigms.  The dots 

denote the approximate location of the ideology with the subject-objective and the transformative-regulative dimensions. The 

lines connect the ideologies to their associated paradigm. Inspired by Paulston (1993). 

 

 

The humanistic curriculum aligns with the interpretive paradigm (Figure 2.2). The purpose of 

the humanistic curriculum is “to provide each learner with intrinsically rewarding experiences 

that contribute to personal liberation and development” (McNeil, 2015, p. 3). The humanistic 

approach to education is phenomenological, focusing on the first-person point of view. 

Similar to the interpretative paradigm, the humanistic approach focuses on individuals’ 

understanding and thus views the world as subjectively defined. The humanistic focus on self-

development, although a type of change, implies an inherent potential and is thus, in this 

regard, like the interpretive paradigm, with its focus on the world “as is.”  

The social reconstructionist ideology also take a subjective approach. However, in contrast to 

the humanists, it focuses on emancipation and social justice. This focus puts the social 

reconstructionists more in alignment with the radical humanists. However, they also share 

many similarities with the radical structuralists, especially in their belief that the structure of 
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oppression needs to be removed for individuals to realize their full potentials. Yet, much of 

the social reconstructionist curriculum is focused on liberating the mind.   

The systemic curriculum is compatible with the functionalist paradigm. Like the functionalist 

paradigm, the systemic curriculum is concerned with needs satisfaction in order to maintain 

cohesion in society. They both view education as an instrument to achieve this end. Also, they 

are both systematic and structured in their approach, relying on objective data to inform their 

decisions. The academic curriculum is akin to the interpretive paradigm. The primary reason 

why the academic curriculum is placed within the interpretive paradigm is because of its 

constructivist understanding of learning. Like constructivists, the academicians adapt 

instruction to individuals and give them opportunities to actively construct their own 

knowledge. Although the academic curriculum also shares many characteristics with the 

interpretive paradigm, it is very different from the humanistic curriculum. The academic 

curriculum is therefore positioned more toward the objectivist dimension of the schematic 

map (Figure 2.2). 

The analytical model is informed by both the paradigms and the ideologies. The model (Table 

2.1) summarizes the ideological perspectives on educational intentions, content, teaching and 

learning methods, and assessment.  

Table 2.1 Analytical Model for Ideological Analysis 

 Content 

 

Ideology 
Intentions Content 

Teaching/learning 

methods 
Assessment 

The humanistic 
 Paradigm:    

interpretive  

Interest: practical 

Self-actualization 

Personal liberation 

Teachers and 

students decide the 

direction 

 

Personalized 

Emotional skills 

Learn-to-learn 

Intelligence is 

malleable 

Nurturing 

environments 

Discover 

meanings 

Open-ended 

Spontaneous 

Playful 

Creative 

Exploratory 

Self-directed learning 

Teacher = facilitator 

Observe 

Self-evaluation 

Qualitative 

Analyze learning 

process 

The social 

reconstructionist 

Social critique Social problems 

No universal 

objectives 

Social learning 

Small groups 

Involve learners 

in their own 

assessment 
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Paradigm: radical 

humanist  

Interest: 

emancipatory 

Emancipation, 

social justice, & 

democracy 

Expose social 

injustice 

Awareness of 

oppression and 

indoctrination 

Uncover biases 

in science & 

technology 

Build on local 

knowledge 

Community service 

Debate 

Interdisciplinary 

Projects 

Use technology to 

create 

The systematic 
Paradigm: 

Functionalist  

Interest: Technical 

Needs 

satisfaction  

Equality 

Reduce 

achievement gap 

Social 

integration and 

cohesion 

Skills and 

competences 

Standardization 

Requirements 

and objectives 

Contented tied to 

testing 

Data-driven 

Accountability 

Memorization 

Transmission of 

information 

Practice skills 

Integrate technology 

 

  

 

Diagnose 

strengths and 

weaknesses 

Quantitative 

Standardized 

assessment 

Digital 

assessments 

The academic 
 Paradigm: 

Interpretive  

Interest: Practical 

Knowledge 

production 

Higher-order 

thinking, reading 

and writing 

Logical and 

abstract 

reasoning 

 

Understand the 

structures of a 

discipline 

Habits of mind 

Metacognition 

Rules and 

criteria for 

justifying beliefs 

“Do” science  

Dealing with 

complexity 

Inquiry-based learning 

Socratic method 

Strategies and visual 

representations 

Adapting instructional 

material 

Collaborative learning 

Time to think and 

reflect 

Use technology for 

data collection and 

analysis 

Assess 

knowledge, skills, 

and academic 

rigor 

Self-correction 

and revision 
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3 Geographical and Theoretical 
Context 
 

This chapter traces the fluctuations in global and national educational intentions, content, 

methods, and assessments over the past few decades. Researchers, Bowen says, need to 

examine documents within the context they emerged (Bowen, 2009). Policymaking is a 

complex process affected by social, economic, and political contexts. In the past three 

decades, the policy context has expanded beyond national borders. Now global forces shape 

national policy processes, creating a complex interaction between the local, national, and 

global level (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). The first section in this chapter looks at past and present 

international trends in education. The second section looks at the context from which the 

High-Level Group of Experts constructed the EU Literacy Report. The third section looks at 

the national context from which the school leaders created their literacy plans. The last part 

looks at the interplay between these levels.  

Both primary and secondary sources inform this chapter. Non- and governmental databases 

were used to find primary sources. Secondary sources were found through Google Scholar, 

Scopus, and the Web of Science.  

 

3.1 World-Wide Trends in Education Research 

 

The constantly changing social forces at work within any society and the innovations these 

powers produce shape the structure and form of literacy (Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, Castek, & 

Henry, 2017). This section looks at past and present developments in education research, 

education, and literacy education.  

 Past  

The move away from behaviorism toward cognitivism and constructivism started in the 

1960s. Bruner and Vygotsky influenced this move. Topics that surfaced in the journal of the 

Association of Literacy Educators and Researchers (ALER) at the time were phonics, 

comprehension, content area reading, reading difficulties, fluency, individualization, and 
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homogeneous grouping. Culture did not emerge as a topic until later, despite the prominence 

of the Civil Rights Movement in the 60s (Morrison et al., 2011).  Parallel to this development, 

optimism that schools could build a new social order began growing in the 1960s (Farrell, 

2013, p. 153). The radical functionalist, interpretive, and radical humanist paradigms 

challenged the orthodoxy and positivist ways of seeing the world that had dominated the 50s 

and 60s (Paulston, 1993). Before the decade was over, the conception of comprehension had 

expanded. Researchers attempted to go past ‘fact recall’ by linking the term to prior 

knowledge and questioning (Morrison et al., 2011).  

By the end of the 70s, however, the idealism of the 60s was being questioned in light of 

economic turmoil triggered by the ‘oil ‘crisis.’ In education, the back-to-the-basics movement 

was taking root in the USA. This movement focused on functional outcomes, standardized 

testing, rote memorization, didactic teaching, and conservative values (Farrell, 2013; Keating, 

Preston, Heertum, & Arnove, 2013). An educational journalist at the time described that the 

“worry of many educators” was that American education would become less free, inventive, 

and productive “by stressing mechanical skills of communication and computation, by 

denigrating the arts and creativity, by dehumanizing the learning process and placing it under 

rote and autocracy” (Brodinsky, 1977, p. 527).  Furthermore, he described it as a movement 

led by “parents, ministers, businessmen, and politicians” (Brodinsky, 1977, p. 523).   

In the 80s, topics related to motivation and writing emerged as important. Assessment 

remained important but had declined since the 70s, and topics related to technology started 

appearing (Morrison et al., 2011). At the end of the decade, growing tensions between two 

research camps culminated in a Paradigm War, with on the one side idealists and anti-

naturalists, and on the other side realists and naturalists. Interpretivists critiqued the positivists 

and behaviorists for overlooking meaning-perspectives. Critical theorists thought the relations 

between school and society had been neglected. Anti-naturalists critiqued realist 

methodology, stating quantitative methods cannot be applied to the study of human affairs, 

which is unstable and context dependent (Gage, 1989):   

the teacher may change objectives from month to month or from week to week; 

unforeseen events—a hot day or one student's open cruelty to another—may 

necessitate revising plans; the demands people place on the schools can change from 

year to year, from community to community. . . so that the teacher cannot necessarily 
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construct his battle plan in 1984 for 1985, in September for May, on Monday for 

Friday, or during second hour for third hour. (Tom, 1984 in Gage, 1989, p. 4) 

Tensions between camps continued into the 90s. In the ALER journal this was expressed as a 

debate between basic skills promotions and those supporting practices embedded in 

constructivism. Topics increasingly written about in this decade were comprehension 

strategies, writing, children’s literature, discussion, and teacher-student relationships. Less 

written about was assessment and word identification  (Morrison et al., 2011). In the 2000s, 

the US saw a shift towards accountability with passing the No Child Left Behind Act 

(NCLB). Attention was given to topics such as struggling readers, teacher beliefs, adolescent 

literacy, and technology (Morrison et al., 2011). 

 Present 

In the 2000s, the postmodernist impact on research can be observed (Welch, 2013). Popular 

topics between 2009 and 2014 were comprehension, bilingual, phonemic awareness, 

instruction, writing, struggling readers, vocabulary, and spelling. In this time period, 

bilingual and struggling readers became increasingly popular topics. Furthermore, qualitative 

methods were more used in the journals examined by Parsons and Gallagher (2016). The 

International Literacy Association conducted a survey in 2016 with over 1000 literacy 

leaders, mostly educators, in multiple countries. Important to these literacy leaders were early 

literacy, teacher professional learning and development, diversity, literacy in resources-

limited settings, and minority language learners (ILA, 2017). Their 2017 survey showed that 

the most important topics were early literacy, equity in literacy education, teacher 

preparation, strategies for differentiating instruction, access to books and content (ILA, 

2018). 

A survey of 25 literacy leaders in the US in 2017 identified the following trending topics: 

digital literacies, disciplinary literacy, English as a Second Language, and information texts  

(Cassidy, Grote-Garcia, Ortlieb, & Loveless, 2017).  The following year, the same survey 

showed that digital literacy, adolescent literacy, disciplinary literacy, and struggling readers 

were hot topics (Cassidy, Ortlieb, & Grote-Garcia, 2019). 

In the 20th century, there was a trend in the social sciences towards a more technocratic 

understanding of problems consistent with the functionalist paradigm. “More recently, this 
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theoretical arc began breaking up, revealing an increasing fragmentation of purpose” (Welch, 

2013, p. 27).  Similarly, after conducting a content analysis of nine literacy journals (2009-

2014), Parsons and Gallagher (2016) concluded that the field of literacy research was possibly 

fragmented. Similar to the 80s, tensions persists, now between on the one hand more systemic 

discourses focusing on competition and privatization, and on the other hand more social 

reconstructionist discourses that focused on equity, and participation (Møller, 2017).  

3.2 European Context 

In 2011, the EU Commission established an expert group on literacy to advise on ways of 

supporting literacy efforts in Europe. A year later, the High-Level Group of Experts on 

Literacy published a report with their main findings and opportunities for intervention. This 

report is a focal document in this thesis. Its findings suggested that the state of literacy 

performance “does not bode well for Europe” (European Commission, 2012a, p.21). The 

expert group called for stakeholders at all levels of society to take action to improve literacy. 

The European Commission responded to this request by setting up a European Literacy Policy 

Network (ELINET) for supporting the development of national literacy policies (ELINET, 

2020). ELINET is one of several channels in which Norway participates in EU education 

policy cooperation. Norway as a member of the European Economic Area also participates in 

most of the EU’s education programs (Utenriksdepartementet, 2014). This section looks at the 

workings of the EU and European educational policy trends.    

 

 The Workings of the EU 

For the current analysis of the view of the EU High-Level Group of Experts on Literacy, it is 

important to understand the complexity of the EU, and more specifically, the EU Educational 

Policy. The elaborate governance structure in the EU consists of different levels of 

governmental and non-state actors (Gornitzka, 1999; Metz, 2013). At the highest level are the 

Council of the European Union (Council of Ministers), the European Parliament, and the 

European Commission. In between are other institutions, committees, directors, and working 

groups, and at the bottom are expert groups (Nugent, 2010). The Commission serves as 

agenda-setter and policy-proposer. They make recommendations that the Council and 

Parliament adopt through various legislative procedures. In other words, the European 
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Commission is arguably the EU institution with the most influential power, but the least 

legislative power. The Commission can however support, coordinate, or supplement the 

Union's efforts (Tobler & Beglinger, 2012). The Commission works with member states on 

what it calls “issues of shared concern”(Commission, 2016, p. x).   

 

Educational Policy 

The EU has shared competences in social policy areas (Nugent, 2010). Education falls within 

this legislative sphere. There are two articles on education in EU Law introduced in the 

Maastricht-agreement in 1993 (Karlsen, 2015): Article 165 (ex Article 149 TEC) on 

education in general and Article 166 (ex Article 150 TEC) on vocational training. Article 

165(1) states that “The Union shall contribute to the development of quality education by 

encouraging cooperation between Member States […] fully respecting the responsibility of 

the Member States for the content of teaching and the organisation of education systems and 

their cultural and linguistic diversity” (EU, 2016/C 202, p. 121). Article 126 “limited EU 

education measures strictly to transgovernmental co-operation” (Walkenhorst, 2008, p. 571).  

 

In areas such as education that come with “[…] significant political resistance by member 

states to an expansion of EU activities” (Lange & Alexiadou, 2007, p.324), an open method 

of coordination (OMC) is often applied. The OMC is a governance tool characterized as a soft 

and reflexive method of policymaking. The method opens up for policy learning through 

policy networks. Both public and private actors are involved. Public government actors 

include, amongst others, the Council of the European Union, the European Commission, the 

European Parliament, the Committee of the Regions, and the Economic and Social 

Committee. Private actors include teachers, academics, evaluation agencies, and private 

education businesses (Lange & Alexiadou, 2007). 

 

 

The EU High-Level Group of Experts on Literacy  

The European Commission elicits outside advice by establishing expert groups. These groups 

give advice and support in preparation for policymaking (European Commission, n.d.). The 

EU High-Level Group of Experts on Literacy was set up on February 1st, 2011 by Androulla 

Vassiliou, European Commissioner for Education, Culture, Multilingualism, Youth and Sport. 
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When asked why an expert group on literacy was set up, given that education, for the most 

part, falls under the competences of Member States, The European Commission explained 

that the “Member States have committed to reduce the ratio of low-achieving 15-year-olds in 

reading literacy to 15% at most by the end of the decade”(European Commission, 2012b, 

para. 1). 

The HLG set out to examine the most effective ways to improve literacy in Europe. In 2012 it 

published a report with recommendations to heads of state, governments, businesses, every 

citizen, including teachers and schools. In its report, the EU High-Level Group of Experts on 

Literacy does not merely make recommendations for schools but also for all stakeholders in 

society (e.g., NGOs, businesses, governments, libraries, and parents.). In this analysis, 

however, the focus was on recommendations relevant for schools and teachers. The EU 

Literacy Report also had a broad purview in terms of age, focusing on infancy to adulthood. 

This study, however, focuses only on the parts of the report that deal with primary schools 

and primary school age pupils (European Commission, 2012a).  

 

In response to the results of the Literacy Report, the European Commission established and 

funded the European Literacy Policy Network (ELINET). The two-year project worked with 

policymakers to raise funds and awareness, research, and develop tools. It consists of 28 

European countries and 77 partner organizations, such as universities, NGOs, and national 

ministries. Norway was one of the members of ELINET (ELINET, 2015, 2020).  

 

 EU policy trends 

Since 1999 the EU has been concerned with vocational training, equal access to education, 

mutual recognition of diplomas, higher education, and secondary schools (Walkenhorst, 

2008). The Commission itself identifies the following as shared concerns: all pupils gain 

competencies they need; benefit from high-quality learning, including migrant children; pre-

school is widely available; support for students with special needs within mainstream 

schooling and reduce early school leave; teachers, school leaders, and teacher educators 

receive more support through effective recruitment and selection and professional education 

(Commission, 2016).  

An analysis of EU documents between 1960 and 2006 shows a shift in the EU´s educational-

policies from being politico-economic to economic functional. The first indication of this shift 
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was when the European Commission tied education to global competitiveness (Walkenhorst, 

2008), an approach that can be characterized as instrumental. Like the OECD, the EU uses 

education as a tool to increase competitiveness and economic growth (Karlsen, 2015). The 

instrumental approach favors predictability and instructional replicability over practical and 

context-sensitive classroom solutions created by practitioners (Kubow & Fossum, 2007). 

Furthermore, Karlsen (2015) characterizes the EU’s focus on results and measurable 

outcomes as a narrow understanding of educational quality.  

 

3.3 Norwegian Context 

Norway is a small country (5.1 mil inhabitants) in Scandinavia (OECD, 2019). The social 

democratic welfare state provides health care and education at minimal cost to its people. The 

standard of living is high in Norway as indicated by the Human Development Index which 

ranked Norway as the top country in 2018 (UNDP, 2018).   

Norway has a comprehensive school system that aims to provide equal and tailored education 

for all students (Eurydice, 2019a). Moreover, “each school is responsible for realising the 

values of Norwegian society: equality, justice,  ‘Norwegianness’  and diligence” (Mølstad 

& Karseth, 2016, p. 331). Primary school starts at the age of 6 in grade one and ends in grade 

7 (Eurydice, 2019a). The government department in Norway responsible for education is the 

Ministry of Education and Research. The executive agency under the Ministry responsible for 

supervising and ensuring that regulations are put into action is the Norwegian Directorate of 

Education and Training (UDIR). UDIR oversees pre-primary, primary, and secondary 

education (Gabrielsen, 2017). Municipal authorities, schools, and teachers have flexibility 

when it comes to the implementation of the national curriculum. Municipalities are the 

owners of the primary and secondary schools (Eurydice, 2019a). The municipalities and 

schools design literacy plans.  

Didaktik has a strong tradition in German and Nordic countries (Hopmann, 2007; Hopmann 

& Riquarts, 2000), and is still part of the Norwegian professional discourse (Mølstad & 

Karseth, 2016). There is no good word for Didaktik in the English vocabulary. In short, it is 

concerned with: what, how, and why to teach and learn. However, it also refers to 

“fundamental cultural differences in understandings of teaching, schooling, and the 
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teaching profession” (Hopmann & Riquarts, 2000, p. 3). Klafki (2000) definition of 

Didaktik as a critical-constructive theory of content, methods and curriculum, builds on 

the work by the Frankfurt School. Hopmann (2007) sees it as a form of restrictive teaching 

where the teachers “teach” less to give room for students to reflect. Moreover, it is a 

reciprocal way of teaching, where students engage in meaning-making. Didaktik also has 

a role in pupil’s Bildung, which refers to the learning experience shaping individual 

uniqueness and sociability. Didaktik is associated with pedagogical freedom and teacher’s 

autonomy and can be used as interpretive tool for local practitioners to interpret state 

guidelines (Hopmann, 2007).  

 School reforms  

The 1990s was referred to as the decade of education reforms. The decade was characterized 

by standardization, centralization, neoconservatism, academic, content-oriented, and 

increased focus on basic skills and outcomes. Multiple changes to the school systems were 

implemented in a short period of time, the main one being Reform R97 (Koritzinsky, 2000). 

The reforms in the 1990s came as a reaction to trends and economic globalization, which put 

pressure on the state to become competitive and strengthen the national identity (Karseth & 

Sivesind, 2010; Koritzinsky, 2000). However, these systemic policies did not manifest as 

deeply in Norway as in many other countries. Social democratic ideas, such as broad 

participation and school-parent cooperation, remained important. The general part of the R97 

curriculum was formulated more as values than measurable goals, and stated educational 

ideals for the seeking, creative, environmentally conscious, and integrated human 

(Koritzinsky, 2000).    

Early in the 2000s, the Norwegian government referred to weakness in the school system 

identified by international research. In 2006, the Knowledge Promotion 

[Kunnskapsløfte](LK06) was implemented. This curriculum extended the focus on 

competences and other concepts prevalent in the global educational discourse (Karseth & 

Sivesind, 2010). The reform introduced basic competences (reading, writing, oral skills, 

numeracy and digital skills) as part of all subjects across the curriculum for all grade levels 

(NOU 2015:8, 2015). The introduction of competence aims was a break with how content was 

described in R97 (Aasen et al., 2012, p. 14; Karseth & Sivesind, 2010). The outcome-oriented 

approach to education-policy development has since the 1990s influenced Norway, which 
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traditionally was more input and process-oriented and rather emphasized learning processes 

(Mølstad & Karseth, 2016; Prøitz & Nordin, 2019).  

The Norwegian Education Department is currently in the process of renewing LK06. The 

basis for this renewal is the School of the Future [framtidens skole] report. The new reform 

will be gradually introduced from the school year 2020/21 (EURYDICE, 2020; 

Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2016). Evaluations of the Knowledge Promotion Reform have 

shown that reading competences had not systematically been a part of the subjects (NOU 

2015:8, 2015). In the new reform, the number of subject competencies has been reduced. The 

new reform aims to give pupils more opportunities for in-depth learning, critical thinking, and 

practical and exploratory activities (EURYDICE, 2020).     

 

 Public Management and Assessment 

Schools and teachers in Norway traditionally had autonomy and freedom. The reforms in the 

1990s, however, introduced a new more centralized management and administrative model 

(Mølstad & Karseth, 2016). The subsequent reform, the Knowledge Promotion reform, 

intended to decentralize. A report analyzing KL06 showed the intentions behind this model 

focused on “objectives- and performance management, knowledge-based management and 

professional practice, empowering the professions, and accountability” (Aasen et al., 2012, p. 

9). However, the curriculum intentions of KL06 did not fit the findings of Aasen et al. (2012): 

Although KL06 aimed to give school owners, schools, and teachers more decision-making 

power, in practice they perceived an overall increased centralization.  

The accountability system dominating globally in the 1980s and 1990s pushed for increased 

testing. However, it was not until 2004 that Norway got a new system of national tests (Tveit, 

2009). This system included the National Tests [Nasjonale Prøver]. Udir oversees the national 

testing system. Once every fall, pupils in 5th, 8th and 9th grade is tested in reading, numeracy, 

and English. This is an obligatory test that teachers shall use to follow up and evaluate their 

pupils, school owners shall use to evaluate the quality of education, and researchers can use in 

research (Udir, 2018a). How schools use test results varies. The reforms in the 2000s 

improved schools’ access to performance measures. According to Aasen et al. (2012), this led 

to further school-based policy-making.  
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3.4 Educational Transfer 

International organizations, global policy networks, and general global forces interact with 

national and local stakeholders to shape and transform education systems. Some of the global 

processes have rendered nation-states no longer in full control of their affairs. First, because 

an ever-changing global economy puts new demands on education systems to remain 

competitive. Second, international organizations and the global community persuade and put 

pressure on nations to change their education systems. However, nations diminishing freedom 

to construct educational policy without external influences has not created a convergence of 

policies and practices. The downstream impact of uniformed global messages is rarely 

homogeneous (Arnove, 2013; Giddens, 1999; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010; Yang, 2014). Like in 

the “childhood game ‘telephone’”, policy messages are modified as each player 

communicates the message from one level to the next (Wells, 2005, p. 110). Dale (1999) 

illustrates this, as he explains that the national context serves as a filter or a “black box” that 

transforms the input into different shapes (Figure 3.1).  There are differences even between 

the Nordic countries who are usually grouped as an entity. Learning outcomes has a central 

place in the European education discourse. A comparative analysis of the Norwegian and 

Finnish curriculum revealed that the learning outcomes had entered the educational policy 

scene in both countries, but that there were variations between these countries (Mølstad & 

Karseth, 2016).   

  

Figure 3.1The 'black box' through which the inputs of globalization is transform the output 

 

 

Although not a member of the EU, Norway is a member of the European Economic Area 

(EEA). As such, it has close ties to the EU. As a part of the EEA agreement of 1994, the 

Norwegian Parliament agreed to participate in the EU’s education and research work. 
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However, Norway can still pursue independent national education policies as long as it does 

not hinder the EU’s broader goals (Karlsen, 2015; Utenriksdepartementet, 2014). Norway has 

participated in most of the EU´s education programs, such as the Youth in Action and the 

Lifelong Learning Programme (Utenriksdepartementet, 2014, para. 2). Norway cooperates 

systemically with the EU through the Open Method of Coordination. Moreover, “the 

countries of Europe, on a voluntary basis and with the help of the EU, have developed ever 

closer and more systematic cooperation during the past 15–20 years on an increasing number 

of education issues” (Utenriksdepartementet, 2014, para. 2). The members of EU´s education 

programs created shared broad objectives, that are translated into targets and benchmarks. The 

countries' efforts are measured up against the established benchmarks, the results of which are 

published in joint reports (Utenriksdepartementet, 2014).  

Educational transfer used to be either “absolute conscious and voluntary” or “absolute 

coercive”. However, with the intensification of globalization “[…] educational transfer 

happens with varying combinations of conscious decision and coerciveness, depending on the 

context and time period” (Perry & Tor, 2008, p. 520). Now, national educational systems are 

influenced by external actors through a variety of paths and mechanisms (Dale, 1999; Perry & 

Tor, 2008). Benchmarking is a tool that can be used to extend the Union’s powers in areas 

with limited legal competences by appealing to the members' competitiveness. Through the 

process of benchmarking, ideas are translated into objective indicators of various forms of 

success (Bruno, Jacquot, & Mandin, 2006). Norway takes part in group learning activities 

through the EU (Bugajski, 2009). Other ways in which educational ideas may be transferred 

to Norway are through the teaching and learning that occurs in working groups or policy 

networks such as the ELINET. Overall, there are several mechanisms through which the EU 

has both a direct and indirect influence on Norwegian education policies. However, little 

attention has been given to EU influence on Norwegian educational policies, compared to the 

OECD, this despite Norway’s involvement in EU’s education and research program with full 

rights and obligations (Karlsen, 2015).  
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4 Methodology 
 

The primary focus of this study was to discover what ideas relating to literacy are being 

expressed at the local level and how they relate to trends at the “global level.” To explore this 

topic, I took a practical approach, which will be outlined in this chapter. The first section 

explores the assumptions about the nature of social science underpinning this thesis. The 

second section outlines the comparative design. The third section briefly addresses the 

purposive sampling of the EU Literacy Report. The fourth section describes the publicly 

available data used for sampling and contextual purposes. The fifth section outlines the two-

stage stratified probability sampling method used to sample Norwegian primary schools. The 

sixth section describes the data analysis flow and the thematic analysis, computer-assisted 

content analysis, and univariate analysis used. The last section discusses methodological 

limitations while addressing the question of reliability, validity, and ethics.  

4.1 Assumptions About the Nature of Social Science 

Although the size and scope of the thesis were qualitatively determined, quantitative 

approaches were used to reduce biases and extend and confirm the findings from the 

qualitative approach. This thesis draws heavily on the interpretive paradigm; however, it is 

also influenced by more objective paradigms. The research approach employed in the thesis is 

pragmatic in nature. This study employed a research design and methods for collecting and 

analyzing data based on the criteria of fitness for purpose and applicability, and with regard to 

what is most beneficial for understanding literacy plans. Throughout the thesis, tables, 

frameworks, and methods borrowed from various fields are adapted to fit the purpose of the 

study. Methodological pluralism is an approach used to reduce errors (Cohen et al., 2017).  

As Elder-Vass (2012) defined a realist social ontology of knowledge, realist and social 

constructivism does not have to be contradictory: “[…] knowledge is indeed dependent on 

social forces, this does not mean that it is entirely determined by social forces […]” (2012, p. 

207). On the question of ontology, I take the same stance that Paulston took later in his career, 

that reality is “complex and mutable, embodied via multiple perspectives” (Gottlieb, 2009, p. 

94). Similarly, I ascribe to a type of epistemology that is multidimensional: Not rejecting that 

there is an objective reality out there that can be explained by searching for “causal 
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relationships between its constituent elements,” while simultaneously acknowledging the anti-

positivist stance that there is value in understanding the world “from the point of view of the 

individuals who are directly involved in the activities which are to be studied” (G. Burrell & 

Morgan, 1979, p. 5).   

4.2 Basic Design 

This is a qualitative study comparing the views of the EU HLG on literacy education with 

those of Norwegian school leaders. The study employed documents as a source of data. The 

EU Literacy Report was selected for the examination of the EU HLG’s view, and school 

literacy plans were acquired for the analysis of the school leaders’ views. Since the EU 

Literacy Report was written in 2012, I aimed to select the literacy plans written around the 

same time. Without setting any definite cutoff points, I ended up with literacy plans written 

between 2012 and 2017. The focus of the study was on primary schools because few 

secondary schools have literacy plans. Particularly close attention was paid to the upper 

grades (5th–7th), where the focus is increasingly shifting from learning-to-read (fluency and 

word recognition) to reading-to-learning. The later grades were given more attention because 

practices in the first stages of children’s literacy education are more established (Paris & 

Hamilton, 2009).  

This study employed two comparative approaches: comparing locational levels and 

comparing outcomes. In Bray and Thomas (1995) classification of comparative studies, 

location is one of three dimensions (see all dimensions in Figure 4.1). The primary 

comparison of this study was a locational comparison. For answering research question four, 

this study conducted a multi-level comparison between the world-region level and the school 

level. A more complete understanding of the phenomena under study can be achieved by 

comparing two levels (Bray & Thomas, 1995). Analyses at the school level “bring into focus 

the impact of individual differences among the ‘ordinary’ actors” in a way that higher units of 

analysis cannot (Bray & Thomas, 1995, p. 482). An analysis of the global level can often, as it 

did in this case, provide a starting point and a framework for interpreting and detecting 

broader patterns. However, one drawback of this type of analysis is that the distinguishing 

features of the schools could be obscured when compared to a broad, more generalizable 

framework (Bray & Thomas, 1995).  
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Figure 4.1. An illustration of the comparative dimensions within Educational Studies.  The black boxes indicate the position 

of this thesis. Adapted from “Levels of Comparison in Educational Studies: Different Insights from Different Literatures and 

the Value of Multilevel Analyses,” by M. Bray & R. M. Thomas, 1995, Harvard Educational Review, 65(3), 472–490.  

The secondary comparison entailed a comparison of outcomes at the school level. In selecting 

literacy plans, this study employed a similar-system-different-outcome (sS-dO) design (Table 

4.1). This type of design is usually employed to identify distinguishing factors that turned a 

similar situation into a different one (Berg-Schlosser, 2015, p. 439). In this study, this design 

was employed to account for possible distinguishing elements. Norway is a small, 

homogenous country with a core curriculum, a comprehensive school system, and few 

variations in how the schools are organized (Eurydice, 2019b). Thus, the schools under study 

are arguably a “most similar system.” The cases (schools) were selected based on their 
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differences in outcomes. Outcomes are here defined as a school’s performance in reading as 

measured by the National Tests [Nasjonale Prøver].  

Table 4.1 Comparative Case Study Analyses 

  SYSTEM 

  similar (sS) different (dS) 

O
U

T
C

O
M

E
S

 similar 

(sO) 
sS-sO dS-sO 

different 

(dO) 
sS-dO dS-dO 

Note. Adapted from Berg-Schlosser (2001) as illustrated in Manzon (2014) and Steiner-Khamsi (2014). 

 

4.3 Sampling a European Policy Document 

A Google Search and a search in ELINET’s internal database revealed that there are few 

policies that specifically address literacy education in Europe, the most notable of which are 

(1) The EU High-Level Group of Experts on Literacy: Final Report, published by the 

European Commission (European Commission, 2012a), and (2) European Framework for 

Good Practice in Raising Literacy Levels of Children, Adolescents and Adults, published by 

the European Literacy Policy Network (ELINET) (Garbe, Mallows, & Valtin, 2016). The EU 

HLG’s Final Report was purposively selected because it was comprehensive.  

4.4 Publicly Available Data 

Publicly available data were employed for sampling purposes and to gather contextual 

information. Data were downloaded from Statistics Norway (SSB) and from Skoleporten, the 

Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training’s (Udir) database. One of the datasets were 

the National Tests [Nasjonale Prøver]. The National Tests of Reading extracted for the 

purpose of this thesis were at the school level, for 5th grade, in the 2017-2018 school year. 

The National Test scores were used in the sampling. The dataset used only for background 

information on the schools was the Student Survey [Elevundersøkelsen] Once a year, pupils in 
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5th, 10th, and 11th grade answer an obligatory questionnaire about matters important for 

learning and well-being at school. The results used here are from 7th-grade pupils, and the 

test year was 2017-2018. The first part in this section defines the measures used in the study, 

while the second part describes how these measures were transformed from numerical to 

categorical variables.   

Information about test scores and population size could inadvertently compromise guarantees 

of anonymity. In order to honor promises of anonymity, numerical data were turned into 

categorical variables. An unintended benefit of using categorical data is that comparisons are 

easier to make as categorical data are relative. Numerical variables were transformed into 

either a five-point scale (XS, S, M, L, XL) or a three-point scale (low, average, and high). 

 Reading scores 

Reading scores were collected from Skoleporten as part of the National Tests dataset. The 

scores were collected for 5th graders in the 2017-2018 school year. The dataset from Udir 

included 2180 schools (Table  D.1). The reading scores measured students’ readings skills. 

They did not assess students’ Norwegian skills, but rather their basic reading skills. The 

national reading test measures pupils’ ability to find information, interpret and comprehend 

the information, and reflect on and evaluate the form and content of texts. The national 

reading score mean was stable from 2015–2018 (Udir, 2019).  

The three-point category: Low, average, and high 

Low represents scores at or below the 10th percentile. High represents scores at or above the 

90th percentile. The remaining scores are labeled average. The creation of these categories 

will be further explained in this chapter. 

Table 4.2 Transformation of Variables: The Three-Point Category 

New values  Quantile range 

Name Label  From To 

Low Below average  1 10 

Average Average  11 89 

High Above average  90 100 
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Reading performance 

The reading scores, originally numerical, were transformed into a three-point category: low, 

average, and high. The percentiles were calculated within different counties, and thus the to–

from scores varied. In other words, a low-performing school in Buskerud may not have the 

same reading scores as a low-performing school in Hordaland.  

Table 4.3 Transformation of Reading Scores from Numerical to 

Categorical 

  Low  High 

  From To  From To 

County  1th 10th  90th 100th 

Buskerud  44 46  54 56 

Hordaland  42 45  53 58 

Møre og Romsdal  40 46  53 56 

Oslo  42 47  57 59 

Note. Data from the National Tests of Reading, 5th grade, 2017-2018 (Udir, 2019). 

 

 Other measures 

The variables school size, learning environment, teacher density, and municipal population 

are briefly defined below, see Appendix E for a full description of how these variables were 

transformed into categorical variables.   

School Size: School size refers to the number of students at the school. A dataset containing 

the number of pupils at all primary and secondary schools in Norway was used to calculate a 

five-point category (Appendix E). These data were retrieved from the dataset Facts about 

Education [Fakta om opplæringa], available at Skoleporten.  

Learning environment: The “learning environment” variables came from the National 

Student Survey. For primary school, data were only available for 7th graders. The pupils were 
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asked to fill out a questionnaire. The questionnaire covered 10 topics (plus a topic on 

bullying, which was not included here).  

Municipal population: The data on municipal population were gathered from Statistics 

Norway [Statistisk sentralbyrå] (SSB), from the first quarter of 2019, and included the whole 

country (SSB, 2019).  

Teacher density: From Fall 2019, a new rule regarding teacher density [lærernormen] was 

put in place. “Group size 2” [Gruppestørrelse 2], which shows the number of pupils per 

teacher in ordinary education instruction (excluding special education) should be 15 for 1st–

4th grade and 20 for 5th–7th grade (Udir, 2018b). The numerical values on teacher density 

were transformed into false/true, indicating whether or not the school met the new 

requirements. 

4.5 Sampling Literacy Plans 

A two-stage stratified probability sampling strategy was used to select the schools. In the first 

stage, four counties was randomly sampled, which helped narrow down the sample size. In 

the second stage, schools within these four counties were sampled based on reading 

performance. The creation of strata based on performance allowed for the selection of 

different cases. Randomly selecting cases at each stage helped reduce sampling bias and 

increase the amount of variation in the sample (Bryman, 2012). In this section, the first part 

describes how I sampled counties, whereas the second part describes how I sampled schools. 

The last part describes how I collected literacy plans from the sampled schools.  

 Sampling counties  

Although Norway’s intraclass correlation (ICC) scores were far from 1 (ICC = 0.13, SE = 

0.09), the finding suggests that regional differences can explain some of the variations in 

scores (Table 4.4). Because the mean in reading scores was not stable across counties, I chose 

to sample within counties. I decided that four counties would yield a large enough variation 

for these purposes. In order to randomly select four counties, I alphabetically arranged and 

numbered all the counties in Norway from 1 to 18, then used a random number generator for 

selection. Ultimately, Buskerud, Hordaland, Møre og Romsdal, and Oslo1 were selected.  

 
1 The sampling was done before the counties and municipalities were merged and reduced.  
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Table 4.4 Intraclass Correlation 

Level ICC SE 

95% CI 

LL UL 

Norway .077 .028 0.04 0.15 

The Four 0.13 0.09 0.03 0.40 

Note. ICC = Interclass correlation; SE = Standard Error; CI = Confidence Interval; LL = Lower Limit; UL = 

Upper Limit; The Four = Buskerud, Hordaland, Møre og Romsdal, and Oslo. Data from the National Tests of 

Reading, 5th grade, 2017-2018 (Udir (2019). 

 

After selecting four counties, I doubled-checked the regional differences. When the scores 

were grouped by region, the four selected counties had a larger intraclass correlation (ICC = 

0.13, SE = 0.09) than Norway as a whole (ICC = 0.13, SE = 0.09). When the four regions 

were analyzed as a unit, the scores between the counties were more similar. Further evidence 

of divergent test scores emerged from examining the box plot of the reading scores in the four 

counties (Figure 4.2). Oslo’s box plot is comparatively tall, indicating a wide range of scores, 

and the average (Q1-Q2) scores were distributed at the higher end of the scale.  
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Figure 4.2. Graph box of schools’ reading scores over counties.  Reading scores from 2017-2018. The whole dataset (n = 

445) was used to calculate the box plot. Data from The National Tests of Reading, 5th grade, 2017-2018 (Udir, 2019). 

The means within the counties also show divergent test scores. In the extremes was Oslo, with 

a positively higher mean than the national average (μ-x̅ = +2.8), and Møre og Romsdal, with a 

negatively lower mean (μ-x̅ = -0.6). Across the four counties, the mean was higher than the 

national mean (M = 50.1, SD = 1.35), which is primarily explained by Oslo’s above average 

scores.  

Calculation for standard deviation for regions =   

Table 4.5 Summary of Reading Scores 

Level Mean 

Distance [x-x̅] from… 

SD Min Max Range μ The Four M 

Nationally 49.6 0  3.22 39 64 25 

The Four 50.1 0.5 0 3.56 40 59 19 

Buskerud 50 0.4 -0.1 3.04 44 56 12 

Hordaland 49.22 -0.38 -0.88 3.22 42 58 16 

Møre og Romsdal 49 -0.6 -1.1 2.95 40 56 16 

Oslo 52.4 2.8 2.3 3.87 42 59 17 

Note. The Four = Buskerud, Hordaland, Møre og Romsdal, and Oslo; μ = Population mean (national mean); x̅ = 

Sample mean. Data from the National Tests of Reading, 5th grade, 2017-2018 Udir (2019).  

 

Implications for sampling schools 

Comparing all counties, most of the top-performing schools are in Oslo (37 out of 50 

schools). The practical implications of this distribution would make it difficult to obtain a 

sufficiently large sample group. For example, only two schools would be in the sample group 

for the top-performing schools in Møre og Romsdal (Table 4.6).  

Table 4.6 The Frequency of Schools by Reading Outcome and County.    

  School reading outcome   

County   Lowa Average Highb  Total 

Buskerud 
n 11 67 5  83 

% 13.3% 80.7% 6.0%  100% 

Hordaland 
n 35 122 6  163 

% 21.5% 74.9% 3.7%  100% 

Møre og Romsdal n 17 72 2  91 
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% 18.7% 79.1% 2.2%  100% 

Oslo 
n 9 62 37  108 

% 8.3% 57.4% 34.3%  100% 

Total 
n 72 323 50  445 

% 16.2% 72.6% 11.2%  100% 

Note. The whole dataset (n = 445) was used to calculate the percentiles. Data from National Tests of Reading, 

5th grade, 2017-2018 (Udir, 2019).  
a Low-performing: Below or at the 10th percentile. Scores at or below the value which 10% of the scores are 

found. b High-performing: At or above the 90th percentile.  

 

 Sampling schools 

A total of eight schools were selected, two schools (one low- and one high-performing) from 

each county (Table 4.7). This was done by finding the schools that, on the National Reading 

Test, performed at or below the 10th percentile and at or above the 90th percentile, and 

putting them into separate sample groups. One school from each group was randomly 

selected. 

 

Table 4.7 Number of Sampled Schools by System and Outcome 

SYSTEM  

(county) 

Reading outcome 

 

Total 

Total selected 

schools per county Low High 

Oslo 1 1  2 

Buskerud 1 1  2 

Hordaland 1 1  2 

Møre og Romsdal 1 1  2 

Note. Low = Schools performing at or below the 10th percentile on the National Tests of 

Reading; High = Schools performing at or above the 90th percentile.  

 

Creating sample groups 

In preparation for the sampling, the data needed to be shortened into sample groups from 

which the schools could be selected using a random number generator. A sample group 

contained one performance group within one county (for example, low-performing schools 

within Buskerud). In order to define low- and high-performing schools within a county, the 
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counties needed to be moved into separate lists. Then, for each county, the 10th and 90th 

percentiles were calculated (Table 4.8).  

Table 4.8 Mean and Percentile of Reading Score for Each County 

County Mean 

Percentile 

10th 90th 

Buskerud 50 46 54 

Hordaland 49.2 45 53 

Møre og Romsdal 49 46 53 

Oslo 52.4 47 57 

Note. The percentiles were calculated within the counties. Data from the National Tests of Reading, 5th grade, 

2017-2018 (Udir, 2019). 

Using the information from the percentiles (Table 4.8), a new variable, performance group, 

was generated in the dataset. Schools within a region that performed at or below the 10th 

percentile were coded as low regional performance. Schools within a region that performed at 

or above the 90th percentile were coded as high regional performance. The frequency table 

below displays the sample size for each sample group: e.g., the sample size for the low-

performing schools in Oslo is 14 (Table 4.9). 

Table 4.9 Frequency of Schools by Reading Outcome and County  

 School reading outcome 

County  Low  Average  High  Total 

Buskerud 
n 

% 

11 

13.3% 
 

62 

74.7% 
 

10 

12.1% 
 

83 

100% 

Hordaland 
n 

% 

24 

14.7% 
 

115 

70.6% 
 

24 

14.8% 
 

163 

100% 

Møre og Romsdal 
n 

% 

17 

18.7% 
 

64 

70.3% 
 

10 

11.0% 
 

91 

100% 

Oslo 
n 

% 

14 

13.0% 
 

74 

68.5% 
 

20 

18.5% 
 

108 

100% 

Note. Low = at or below the 10th percentile within a county; High = at or above the 90th percentile within a 

county. Data from the National Tests of Reading, 5th grade, 2017-2018 (Udir, 2019). 

 

The sample groups were placed into separate lists, where they were numbered. The 

numbering signified the sample size. For example, the low-performing schools from 

Buskerud were assigned numbers 1–11 (Table 4.10).  
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Table 4.10 Data List: Selected Schools and Response Rate 

County Outcome SS 

 

Sampled  Response 

   Total  n Rate 

Buskerud 
Low 11  3 0 0 3  1 33% 

High 10  2 0 0 2  1 50% 

Hordaland 
Low 24  2 1 0 4  0 0% 

High 24  0 1 0 1  0 - 

Møre og Romsdal 
Low 17  5 1 2 8  0 0% 

High 10  10 0 0 10  1 14% 

Oslo 
Low 14  3 0 0 3  2 67% 

High 20  2 0 0 2  1 50% 

Note. SS = Sample Size;  = Contacted; = Dropped; = Found online; Rate = “Response rate” (responses 

÷ # of schools contracted). 

 

 

 Data selection 

My approach to collecting plans was as follows: (1) Select two schools from the sample list, 

(2) look for the plan online, and if it cannot be found, (3) email the school inspectors, and if 

neither responds, (4) select two new schools from the list (Figure 4.3).  

 

 
Figure 4.3 Sampling process. 

 

Not all randomly selected schools were contacted. Table 4.10 shows that from the sample 

group of low-performing schools in Møre og Romsdal, eight out of 17 were sampled. The 3rd 

and 6th school sampled were skipped because the contact information was available online. 

The 1st, 2nd, 4th, 5th, and 7th schools sampled was contacted by email, but none responded. 

The plan for the 8th school was found online, and thus this school was selected. To 

Step 1: Sample two schools from 

the sample group 

Step 2: Does one of the schools 

have a plan online? 

Step 3: Email the school(s) 
Step 4: After waiting one week, did 

any respond? 

SELECT YES NO NO YES 
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summarize, two schools were skipped, five schools were contacted by email, and the 8th and 

last sampled schools were selected. The “response rate” for some sample groups was 0% 

because, after some schools had been contacted, the plan for another school was found online 

(Table 4.10). A total of 27 schools were contacted, out of which six responded. Out of the 

eight selected schools, I was given access to four plans privately through e-mail, whereas the 

remaining plans were found online. When searching for the plans online, Google Search and 

the schools’ own search portal was used. The following search words were used: “leseplan” 

[reading plan], “spåkplan” [language\literacy plan], and “plan for leseopplæring” [plan for 

reading education].  

4.6 Data Analysis 

For the data analysis, I used an integrative approach. The EU Literacy Report and the literacy 

plan were carefully read and coded using NVIVO. Every time an item is coded in NVIVO, it 

is registered as a “reference.” It is therefore possible to count the number of references within 

a code or theme, or in whatever configuration one might desire. This computer program is 

thus quantitative in nature (Bryman, 2012). In this case, the quantification of codes was used 

to inform the data. The number of references within one theme was used as one indication of 

its importance. This helped in the organization of the themes as well as in the later analysis.  

Figure 4.3 illustrates a summary of the data analysis process. First, I started with an initial 

reading of the EU Literacy Report, literacy plans, and relevant literature. At this point, I was 

only guided by five (broad) document dimensions (intentions, content, teaching/learning 

methods, assessment). Second, I conducted a thematic analysis of the EU Literacy Report to 

answer research question one. Third, I performed a computer-assisted content analysis of the 

literacy plans. The coding themes discovered in step two were here used as a framework. 

Fourth, I checked and rechecked the codes for accuracy and revised some of them. After the 

analysis of the literacy plans, new ways of defining concepts emerged, and thus I ran 

additional search queries to make sure synonyms were counted. Codes, concepts, themes, and 

categories were refined—some were merged, others were discarded based on frequency. 

However, some less frequently mentioned themes were included if the underlying coded 

sentence included words signifying importance (e.g., “at the heart of,” “most importantly,” or 

“vital”). Fifth, I conducted a comparison of schools’ theme-level distance from the mean, 

answering research question three. Sixth, I performed a reorganization of themes into 
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curriculum ideologies, thereby answering research questions three and four (Table  F.1). In 

reality, the process was not as straightforward, i.e., I went back and forth between the steps 

and scrutinized previously analyzed data if I encountered inconsistencies. I repeated this 

process several times.   

 

 

 RQ1: Thematic analysis  

To answer research question one, I conducted a thematic analysis. The analysis was guided by 

a broad framework: intent, content, teaching/learning methods, assessment (Table 4.11). 

Since the document dimensions were so broad, the identification of themes resembled more of 

an inductive approach.   

 Table 4.11 Coding Framework: Document Dimensions 

Intentions 

Vision; mission statement; purpose; broad 

or long-term goals 

 

Content  

Definitions; priorities; focus; clearly 

expressed values and beliefs; 

Teaching/learning methods 

Activities; practices; strategies and tools; 

role of the teacher  

 

Assessment  

Assessment values and objectives; 

assessment methods; assessment frequency; 

analysis of assessments  

Step 1: Literature review

• Familiarization with Report 
and the plans

• Review of relevant literature 
and theories

Step 2: Analyzing the EU 
Literacy Report (RQ1)

• Careful read through

• Thematic analysis

• Retrieval

Step 3: Analyzing the 
literacy plans (RQ2)

• Read through

• Computer-assisted content 
analysis

Step 4: Refining

• Expanding concepts

• Merging or deleting groups

Step 5: Comparing 
Literacy Plans (RQ3)

• Theme-level distance from 
the mean

Step 6: Ideological 
dispositions (RQ3 and 4)  

• Reorganizing themes into 
four educational ideologies

Figure 4.4 Data analysis flow. 
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concrete/short-term goals; learning 

objectives 

 

The EU Literacy Report was read closely for meanings, and relevant references were noted in 

NVIVO. After the initial analysis, I was left with 483 codes, which were subsequently 

organized into sub-themes, themes, and dimensions (Figure 4.5). The EU Literacy Report 

served as a framework for how to relate various concepts together. For example, for the theme 

Support, it was not just the word “support” that was coded, as this theme comprised concepts 

related to support as well. Coding these related words would not be possible without a close 

reading of the content in order to understand how different concepts and codes are related. 

Some codes and sub-themes were put into multiple themes. Ultimately, I had 38 themes.  

 

 
Figure 4.5. Coding hierarchy.  

 RQ2: Computer-assisted content analysis 

For the analysis of research question two, I used the themes created in the thematic analysis to 

analyze the literacy plans, thus applying a deductive approach. Here I relied even more on 

NVIVO for the initial thematic analysis to search for keywords. Using NVIVO allows for the 

• e.g., Content
x. 

Dimensions

• Groups of concepts linked together

• Comes up frequently 

• e.g., Support
x.x. Themes

• Groups of synonymous codes

• e.g., Individualized support
x.x.x.Sub-themes

• Keywords and sentences

• e.g., Individual support, 
one-on-one, support 
measures

x.x.x.x. Codes



50 

 

analysis of large quantities of texts, at the expense of missing some nuances (Bryman, 2012). 

To limit the risk of decontextualizing the codes, I first read the documents carefully, finding 

concepts that could not have been found using queries. Second, when running search queries, 

I asked NVIVO to show me the sentence in which the word occurred and excluded those 

findings that did not fit this criterion—for example, if searching for “engaging” and the word 

“not” occurred in front of it.  

In answering research question two, I primarily used background information about the 

schools and my initial read of the literacy plans. However, these documents were sometimes 

over 100 pages long, and it was therefore difficult to accurately summarize what was most 

important in the plans. Here, NVIVO was valuable because it provided a “coding matrix 

query” that counted all the references. The matrix queries outputted several tables, and I 

examined both coding presence and column percentages.  

 RQ4: Comparing frequency of coded references above or 
below the mean 

To answer research question three, I needed to discover how consistently particular themes 

were used across documents. In answering research question 3, I had already looked at the 

data vertically. Now, I also needed to look at the data horizontally. For comparison purposes, 

I decided to calculate the distance from the mean in terms of references for each school and 

each theme. To discover whether the distance was significant or insignificant, I controlled it 

against one standard deviation. Although one standard deviation is arbitrary, it at least gave 

some indication.  

I used the statistical program State to calculate the standard deviation and distance from the 

mean for each theme.  

 𝐷𝑖𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑛𝑐𝑒 = 𝑥𝑖−𝑥 

Subsequently, I used an MS Excel function, more specifically an if statement. To display a 

blank result if there were no references, a minus sign was used if the distance was less than 

negative one standard deviation, and a plus sign was used if the distance was more than one 

standard deviation. The results are displayed in Table 5.3. Full results (distance, mean, and 

standard deviation) are listed in Appendix C. 
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4.7 Reliability, Validity, and Ethics  

Using documents as the only data source has its limitations, as documents do not always 

accurately reflect reality (Bowen, 2009; Bryman, 2012). The first limitation is related to 

external reasons. Although these documents were written to inform, authors make choices to 

include and exclude some information for a variety of reasons, and thus the documents almost 

never reflect the “whole truth.” Another limitation is related to the subjective nature of 

interpretive studies. Using Maxwell’s (1992) five dimensions of validity in qualitative studies 

(descriptive validity, interpretive validity, theoretical validity, generalizability, evaluative 

validity), I will account for how the validity was improved.    

Despite time limits, I was able to code everything I read in the documents. The literacy plans 

mentioned many assessments, most of which I was unfamiliar with. A quick Google search 

allowed me to discover whether the assessments were standardized (Lesesenteret, 2017); 

however, solid information about how the assessments were used was not easily available. 

Although coding for the formative versus summative nature of the mentioned assessment 

could have informed the interpretation of the documents, this was left out to reduce error. 

Despite looking up unfamiliar technical terms I encountered in the documents to increase 

interpretive validity, it is likely that some insider meanings eluded me and were thus 

unintentionally misinterpreted.  

In an attempt to increase descriptive validity, I relied on the quantification of reducing quasi-

quantification. With the quantification of themes, it is possible to show the actual number 

behind terms such as “many,” “frequently,” and “rarely” (Bryman, 2012). Regarding 

theoretical validity, the curriculum ideologies used as the analytical framework could not 

describe everything observed in the documents. More information is needed about how to 

recognize these curriculum ideologies at a local level. Thus, I was careful in reorganizing 

codes into ideologies if I was uncertain about where they fit (Table  F.1). One limitation of 

the methods used to measure frequency of coded references above or below the mean is that 

this measure did not account for the size of the document. To mitigate this, the column 

percentage, i.e., the ratio of references within schools, was also taken into account when 

analyzing the schools literacy plans. Considering the importance placed on extracting 

meaning and understanding in qualitative research (Bowen, 2009; Bryman, 2012), having few 
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documents allowed for deep and careful examination. However, the limited sample size was 

also a drawback for the generalizability of the study.  

Regarding some traditional considerations, to increase reliability, the research sampling 

strategy and data selection procedure were described in detail, and a description of all the 

codes was added to Appendix A. Selection bias is usually a concern in quantitative studies 

(Bryman, 2012). To minimize selection bias, probability sampling was employed; and to 

minimize interpretation bias, I relied on methodological and analytical triangulation.  

Ethical considerations were made at the expense of accuracy. The schools’ anonymity was 

protected by creating and applying pseudonyms and by categorizing identifiable information, 

such as size, literacy plan, reading scores, etc. I followed Udir publication rules, which 

specify that no identifiable data should be published, which, among other implications, means 

that the exact results for small schools should be hidden. 
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5 Findings 
 

The purpose of this study was to discover how global views of literacy are expressed at a 

local level. The first section of this chapter addresses research question one: What are the EU 

High-Level Group of Experts on Literacy’s views on literacy education? The second section 

describes the local school context and addresses research question two: What are Norwegian 

primary school leaders' views on literacy education? The third section answers research 

question three: How are the views of Norwegian primary school leaders similar or different 

across schools? The last section addresses research question four: How does the EU HLG’s 

views on literacy education compare or differ from those of Norwegian primary school 

leaders?  

5.1 RQ1: What are the EU HLG’s views on literacy 

education?  

The EU HLG published a report in 2012 with recommendations for how to improve reading 

skills and a vision for a literate Europe. The HLG envisioned that a Europe with highly skilled 

readers (PISA level 3) will be a Europe with massive civic and social participation as well as 

economic prosperity. To realize this goal, EU HLG recommends that member states create 

literate environments, improve the quality of teaching, and increase participation and 

inclusion. Analyzing the report, I looked closer into what this really meant, discovering 37 

themes. These themes were organized into five broad dimensions: intentions, content, 

teaching and learning methods, and assessment. This section explores the most important 

themes within each dimension (see full list of themes in Appendix A).  
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Figure 5.1. Word cloud of Literacy Report: 40 most frequent words. 

 

 Intentions  

The HLG expressed both regulative and transformative aspirations. In the Report, they wrote 

in length about increasing inclusion and participation. Furthermore, they saw literacy as 

important for both individuals and society.  

Aspirations 

The HLG’s vision for a literate Europe stretches beyond the educational sphere: “Radically 

improved literacy will boost innovation, prosperity and cohesion in society, as well as the 

wellbeing, social participation and employability of all citizens” (European Commission, 

2012a, p. 3). The HLG expressed a desire to achieve both transformative (e.g., increase 

participation and inclusion, equity, and empowerment) and regulative (e.g., innovation, 

economic growth, cohesion, equality) ends. There were about the same number of mentions 

of transformative (n = 29) and regulative (n = 30) aspirations. However, there might have 

been more emphasis on transformative aspirations with their focus on disadvantaged groups 

throughout the Report. “Increase participation and inclusion” was used as a heading in the 

Literacy Report and was indirectly referenced (when they talked about disadvantaged groups).  

 
 
Why literacy is important 
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Different from their vision, the HLG’s arguments for why literacy is important focused 

primarily on the individual (n = 44) as opposed to society (n = 27). According to the HLG, 

literacy is necessary on a societal level in order to increase civic and social participation, 

economic growth, cohesion, equality, and human capital. On an individual level, literacy is 

essential for individuals’ job opportunities, social life, health, outlook, higher-order thinking, 

and further education. Most of the references to individuals were related to improving 

income (work/job/employment and reducing poverty) (n = 23). The second to sixth most 

referenced individual-level arguments were having an active social life (n = 

13), a positive outlook on the future (n = 11), maintaining good health (n = 9), higher-order 

thinking (n = 9), and basis for further education (n = 8). These last five arguments were non-

economic. However, the HLG attached value to these non-economic factors, in 

particularly outlook (i.e., self-esteem and aspiration), by explaining their economic relevance: 

“While self-confidence may not have a quantifiable economic value, it stimulates economic 

and social success through the aspiration to be successful” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 

26).   

Increase participation and inclusion  

The Literacy Report gives attention to groups that are at risk for struggling with literacy; these 

are called disadvantaged groups. The four disadvantaged groups explicitly referenced are boys 

(n = 21), students from homes with a low socioeconomic status (n = 17), migrants and 

minorities (n = 11), and people with special needs (n = 3). Also, a fifth category 

emerged; children who have parents that struggles with literacy (n = 16).  

It is important for the HLG that all children get equal opportunities to learn. The report uses 

strong language to advocate for disadvantaged groups, arguing that merely having access to 

education is not enough to address current societal inequalities: “[…] access to education 

should not be undermined by a lack of quality provision and targeted support […]” (European 

Commission, 2012a, p. 51).  

The HLG see literacy skills as foundational for social and civic participation. Following that 

logic, disadvantaged groups at risk of struggling with literacy are also at risk of social 

exclusion. In the introduction chapter, titled “Why literacy is a big deal,” the authors argued 

that literacy is an antidote to exclusion. “Literacy is the key to enabling individuals to 

participate effectively in society in a variety of roles, be it as private individual, citizen, 
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employee or parent” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 27). The report recognizes that certain 

groups are at risk of struggling with reading and writing, specifically students from homes 

with a low socio-economic status, migrants and minorities, boys, and people with special 

needs.  

Children who have parents who struggle with literacy  

Children who have parents who struggle with literacy, the Literacy Report argues, are less 

able to support the language development of their children. For example, parents who speak a 

different language than the language of schooling may not be able to help with homework, 

thus creating a gap between immigrants and natives. 

Boys 

The HLG focuses on boys because, on average, 15-year-old girls in Europe are performing 

better than boys. To close the gender gap, the Report suggests focusing on motivating boys to 

read and engaging them in reading. To do so, the school and its library should provide a wide 

range of reading material, including digital material and attractive and appealing material. 

Furthermore, the Literacy Report argues that teachers should put greater emphasis on reading 

for pleasure. Another recommendation is to put boys in contact with role models who can 

establish a positive association between reading and the male gender. 

Migrants  

The Report recognizes that migrants are at risk in that they have a different home language 

than that used in schooling. The Report does not regard bilingualism as a deficit but rather as 

a potential asset. Furthermore, it states that developing pupils’ home language encourages 

“pride for all linguistic minorities” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 89).  

Low socioeconomic status 

The authors of the Report recognize that there is a negative relationship between poverty and 

literacy. For example, low-income families, due to their struggles, may be restricted from 

tending to their child’s literacy education or from providing reading material and equipment. 

As a result, their children may be less prepared for school compared to their wealthier peers. 

These are some of the reasons the HLG provides for why they give extra attention to children 
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from families with a low socioeconomic status. Investing in these children’s literacy 

education is also needed to succeed in breaking the vicious poverty cycle. To close the 

socioeconomic gap, the HLG recommends that all students should get equal opportunities to 

learn, as well as equal access to tailored support and material. Through the school library or 

local library, students should get free access to reading material. 

Goal: Multiple literacy 

At the same time, as they express their vision, the HLG acknowledges that it will require 

ambitious goals. They critique Europe’s current goal for not being ambitious enough. The 

current target is to achieve 85% functional literacy. In other words, to reduce the portion of 

15-year-olds performing below PISA Level 2 to under 15%. Instead, the HLG thinks the EU 

should strive to have 100% multiple literacy. In their words: “Europe should commit to the 

pursuit of a longer-term objective: for all European citizens to reach Level 3 [in PISA]” 

(2012a, p. 34).  

Most important to the HLG, children should not leave school struggling: “No child will leave 

primary school struggling to read and write” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 91).  

 Content 

To the HLG, the family context, the use of digital tools and material, motivation, support, a 

broad view of literacy, widespread access to available material, and literacy in all subjects is 

needed to achieve their goal multiple literacy.  

Family context 

Especially important for the success of children’s literacy education is the children’s family 

context and school–parent cooperation. The HLG observes that the parents’ role in their 

child’s literacy education is often overlooked. After the child starts school, it is increasingly 

seen as the school’s role to teach the child to read and write. The HLG argues that this 

mindset needs to change: “Yet for a number of reasons, no literacy approach can be 

successful without including a family dimension” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 39). The 

parents’ role is tied to the HLG’s reasoning for eliminating dyslexia as a diagnosis. They find 

that, with this diagnosis, the responsibility to teach the child to read is placed solely on the 

school. 
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Parents can help their children’s language development, according to the HLG, by supporting 

read to/with and motivating their children. However, since many parents are at a disadvantage 

due to poverty or poor literacy skills in the language of schooling, it is essential that the 

parents are empowered (n = 8) to fulfill their role. The HLG talks about the success of 

interventions (n = 15) to improve parents’ literacy skills or to teach parents how to help their 

children improve their reading and writing. Furthermore, in the Report, there is a brief 

mention of ways to empower parents by providing resources and informing parents about 

their literacy support role (n = 3). The Report details the involvement of other actors in 

society; however, these actors are not that relevant for schools, as the HLG emphasizes. Co-

ownership of literacy education (n = 13) was a theme throughout the report. 

Use of digital tools and materials  

The HLG viewed digital literacy as an important dimension of literacy. The “digital” theme (n 

= 59) was the second largest in the content dimension. The Report argues for using digital 

tools to motivate (n = 10), to enhance the quality of use of digital tools (n = 6), and to provide 

access to digital tools (n = 5). The HLG stresses the importance of digital skills, arguing: 

“Digitialisation has added entirely new dimensions to our ways of connecting and 

communicating. What they tend to have in common, is that they center on the written word. 

This makes literacy more and more entwined with the way we live our lives in a digital 

world” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 23). 

Digital reading and motivation 

The HLG draws a link between electronic reading material and motivation, arguing that 

struggling readers, especially boys, will find it motivating. Their basis for this argument is 

that the gender differences were smaller in the online version of the PISA reading assessment.  

Quality of use  

The HLG points to the digital gap in Europe as one of the barriers to inclusion and 

participation. For the younger generation, this gap is primary in regard to quality of use rather 

than to access or capability. While there is a widespread practice among young people of 

using ICT for entertainment and communication, the HLG does not find that this translates 

into “‘higher order’ problem-solving skills” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 50). Such 
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higher-order skills include critical evaluation of sources and the evaluation of the reliability of 

the content. 

Access to digital equipment  

Access to digital equipment, although not seen as the most substantial component of the 

digital gap, was not insignificant to the HLG. The Literacy Report talks about access to digital 

equipment almost as frequently as it does quality of use. The HLG talks about access to 

digital equipment in relation to low-income families. In order to provide equal educational 

opportunities, the HLG stresses the importance of having equal access to material, including 

digital equipment. 

Motivate and encourage reading  

Motivation was a central and interconnected theme in the EU Literacy Report. It was tied to 

several other topics, such as digital literacy, disadvantaged groups, and family context. To 

motivate and encourage pupils is one of HLG’s main remedies for reducing literacy 

difficulties, alongside support. The sense of importance the HLG attaches to motivation is 

clear in their description of the relationship between motivation and skills. They describe this 

relationship as a positive upward spiral: the more students read, the higher their skill level 

becomes. Furthermore, after addressing underlying conditions needed to improve literacy in, 

they concluded that motivation is the most important factor: “At the heart of these lies the 

importance of creating an appetite for reading” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 51).  

Support 

The HLG’s belief that struggling readers do not catch up by themselves explains why they 

focus so heavily on support. The saying that some people are late bloomers is, according to 

the Literacy Report, a myth that should not be accepted by parents. The HLG sees primary 

school as an ideal time to identify and support struggling readers so that they do not fall 

behind. Thus, the HLG argues that “they need targeted early support from teachers with 

specialist literacy expertise: otherwise they are likely to fall even further behind” (European 

Commission, 2012a, p. 45). 

The HLG views support as a legal right: “The right to literacy should translate into a right to 

support: nobody struggling with literacy should be left to struggle alone. All European 
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citizens – children, adolescents and adults – should have a legal right to receive all the help 

reasonably required to become literate enough to achieve” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 

34). The HLG recognizes that part of the problem is that literacy problems are hidden. The 

HLG recognizes that the stigma associated with low literacy skills leads people to hide their 

struggles, often “behind a mask of indifference” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 72). 

Therefore, educators might not be aware of these problems, and consequently students may 

not receive the help they need. For this reason, the Report argues that there is a need for 

regular assessment that is non-stigmatizing (see alternative assessment, p. 64) and a culture in 

which seeking support is encouraged.  

Struggling readers should, according to the HLG, receive individualized support as early as 

possible, preferably by a literacy specialist. The HLG also recommends psychological support 

to build motivation and self-confidence and for embedding support into day-to-day activities 

in a non-stigmatizing way. The different types of support include one-on-one, small-group, 

and in-class support. Mentions of “support” frequently occurred in conjunction with mentions 

of disadvantaged groups. The Report argues that pupils should receive specialized, targeted 

support early on based on their needs.   

Individualized support  

The Literacy Report argues for individualized support on the basis that struggling readers are 

a heterogeneous group with different needs. Supporting individual needs will, by the HLG’s 

standards, require more than in-class support. To properly attend to their needs, these children 

should also receive one-on-one and small-group support by a literacy specialist.  

Literacy specialists  

To the HLG, too few pupils have access to the permanent support literacy experts provide. 

There were relatively few mentions of literacy specialists (n = 6); however, the Report argues 

that these specialists play a vital role: “Individualised instruction works best when it is 

provided by teachers with specialist training in recognising and overcoming reading 

problems, acting as resource persons for all primary school teachers” (European Commission, 

2012a, p. 67). 

Broad view of literacy  
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The HLG has a broad view of literacy. First, they see literacy as more than just decoding and 

encoding: “Too often, curricula have a limited view of literacy, namely as just the ability to 

decode and encode […]” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 42). To the HLG, defining 

literacy as a skill is too narrow because it concerns people’s ability to participate in society. 

Furthermore, the HLG states that literacy has many related or enabling skills. They 

demonstrate this last point by linking literacy to, among other factors, critical literacy, digital 

literacy, and communication. 

Furthermore, the HLG’s definition of literacy is also multidimensional. The Report itself uses 

a multilayered approach to defining literacy into baseline-, functional-, and multiple literacy 

(Table 5.1). Baseline literacy is comparable to PISA Level 1, the lowest level 

measured. Functional literacy is broadly equivalent to PISA Level 2. Moreover, it is 

described as the ability to read and write at a level that enables people to function in society 

effectively. Multiple literacy is comparable to PISA Level 3. According to the Literacy 

Report, the OECD has determined Level 3 as the threshold “enabling people to meet lifelong 

literacy requirement” (2012a, p. 13).  

Table 5.1 HLG on Definition of Literacy 

Multiple literacy Functional literacy  Baseline literacy 

PISA Level 3 PISA Level 2 PISA Level 1 

“The ability to use reading 

and writing skills in order to 

produce, understand, 

interpret and critically 

evaluate multimodal texts” 

(2012a, p. 13). 

“The ability to read and 

write at a level that enables 

development and 

functioning in society at 

home, school and work” 

(2012a, p. 13). 

“The ability to read and 

write at a level that enables 

self-confidence, and 

motivation for further 

development” (2012a, p. 

13). 

 

The dictionary definition of literacy is the ability to read and write. Nevertheless, writing 

often receives less attention than reading. Although the Literacy Report expresses this 

sentiment, it pays more attention to reading. Out of the 227 sentences mentioning reading, 
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writing, or both, 33% used both terms, 63% used only “reading,” and 4% used only 

“writing.”  

 

Wide range of available material 

There was a link between access to a wide range of materials and other themes. In the 

Literacy Report, a wide range of materials in connection to motivation, boys, and libraries 

was discussed. These materials play an essential role in what the HLG calls a “literate 

environment.” How to create a literate environment is outlined in detail in the Report. It 

includes providing students with a wide range of materials, including materials considered 

attractive to all ages and genders, as well as digital and printed text. This means exposing the 

students to a wide range of genres, from comic books to newspapers to magazines to 

expository text to canonical literature. Furthermore, to the HLG, it is important that these 

materials are visible, accessible, and available.  

Connected to providing a wide range of materials is the premise that all materials are 

considered valid. To the HLG, what students read is not as important as the fact that they do 

read: “There should not be a hierarchical ranking of reading material. Books, comic books, 

newspapers, magazines and online reading materials are equally valid and important entry 

points to reading for children and adults alike” (European Commission, 2012, p. 42). The 

HLG’s explanation for this is that as the students’ competences and confidence increase, they 

will be motivated to read more demanding and unfamiliar texts. The mindset of viewing all 

materials as valid is again related to the HLG’s focus on boys. They write that in order to give 

boys a broad scope of material to choose from, “[t]he definition of what is considered 

‘acceptable reading materials’ needs to be expanded” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 74). 

Other 

Other notable mentions are evidence-based practices (n = 16), libraries (n = 15), community 

co-ownership (n = 13), equal opportunities (n = 7), professional development (n = 7), anyone 

can become literate (n = 6), a dyslexia diagnosis is not helpful (n = 5), and literacy is a legal 

right (n = 3).  

Libraries 
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“Libraries” is a smaller theme (n = 15) but one with great importance to the HLG because 

libraries play a vital role in providing access to reading materials and digital equipment: 

“More than ever, libraries have a key role in making books and stories available to everyone, 

while also making reading more visible” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 41). Libraries can 

help provide equal opportunities, especially for children from families that cannot afford 

books or computers. The Report talks about three types of libraries: public or community 

centers, school libraries, and classroom libraries. Classroom libraries are “reading corners” 

inside the classroom that are filled with books. The Literacy Report suggests that these in-

class libraries can help increase the visibility of and access to books, as well as serving as a 

place for relaxation and escape.  

Equal opportunities  

The Literacy Report stresses that all children, regardless of their situation, should leave 

primary school without struggling to read and write. Continuing that logic, the HLG states 

that “The best schools teach all their pupils to read, regardless of their socio-economic 

background, ethnicity, languages spoken at home and special needs or disabilities” (European 

Commission, 2012, p. 66). 

Professional development  

The HLG advocates for further education and training of teachers in order to expand their 

capacities and keep up with new developments: “Training cannot end once young teachers are 

in the classroom. The best teachers are not just trained well, they are trained often, throughout 

their entire careers” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 45). This theme is connected to several 

others, as the HLG argues for improving teachers’ competences to teach literacy in all 

subjects, integrating ICT into their instructional practices, identifying and supporting 

struggling literacy learners, and using a mix of teaching approaches to personalize teaching.  

A dyslexia diagnosis is counterproductive 

The HLG recognizes that the diagnosis of dyslexia can not only be associated with stigma but 

can also lead to “a vicious circle of disempowerment and low expectations” (2012, p. 46). To 

the HLG, it does not matter if the reader is considered dyslexic or struggling; the most 

important thing is to focus on solving the problem. The HLG believes that given adequate 

support and time, anyone can become literate. The HLG finds that the incurable nature of 
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dyslexia is often wrongly interpreted as unimprovable. They explain that this leads teachers to 

set lower expectations for their students and students to lose motivation. Therefore, they argue 

that such diagnoses should be changed from dyslexia to struggling readers.   

 Teaching and learning methods 

The HLG expresses few views on specific teaching and learning methods. To motivate and 

encourage reading and writing, the Report suggests: digital methods (n = 19), reading aloud 

with and to the children to engage them in storytelling (n = 14), giving pupils the opportunity 

to select material of their own choosing (n = 6), and setting aside time for reading for 

pleasure and at their own pace (n = 4).  

Two other notable teaching and learning methods were using a mix of approaches and 

strategies (n = 15) and adapting teaching to learners’ needs (n = 4). The HLG argues that a 

broad of range of pedagogical approaches and instructional strategies should be applied and 

adapted to individual learners’ needs. This is an important aspect of raising the quality of 

teaching.   

 Assessment plan, data collection, and monitoring 

The HLG views planning for and following up on early assessment and diagnosis of 

struggling literacy learners as important for ensuring that no child falls behind.  

Within the assessment dimension, five themes emerged: identify needs and diagnose 

struggling literacy learners (n = 20), follow up (n = 11), alternative assessment (n = 10), early 

identification (n = 8), and a systematic plan for monitoring progress (n = 4). Although the 

themes that emerged under “assessment” occurred with a low frequency throughout the 

Literacy Report, importance was nonetheless attached to assessment since it is seen as 

necessary to identify struggling literacy learners.  

The HLG argues that the identification of literacy difficulties is essential for addressing the 

problem. Furthermore, they stress that it is vital that these difficulties are detected early on so 

that they do not become major problems. Compared to other themes, identify needs and 

diagnose struggling literacy learners was not that frequently mentioned (n = 20), but still 

occurred at a significant rate. Assessment is also tied to support. To the HLG, the purpose of 

assessment is to provide support based on the pupils’ needs. Thus, it is crucial to the HLG that 

the assessments are followed up. Following up on assessments requires that the teachers have 
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the skills required to remedy any identified problems. Therefore, this theme is also related to 

professional development.  

 

To the HLG, assessment is a vital first step in addressing literacy difficulties, and readers 

must be continuously assessed so that struggling readers do not go unnoticed: “Poor literacy is 

a hidden problem. Children hide it from their teachers […]” (European Commission, 2012a, 

p. 33). There is a stigma associated with literacy difficulties. Therefore, one of the HLG’s 

values is to destigmatize assessment. They suggest using formative (n = 4) and qualitative (n 

= 3) assessments, such as peer feedback, arguing that “[f]ormative assessment is one of the 

most powerful teaching tools known to the profession” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 44). 

In addition, they also mention digital assessments (n = 2) as a quick tool, if sufficiently 

reliable.  

5.2 RQ2: What are Norwegian primary school 

leaders’ views on literacy education?  

This chapter examines the eight selected primary schools by exploring the characteristics of 

the schools and their unique ways of constructing literacy plans. The eight selected schools 

reside within four Norwegian counties: Buskerud, Hordaland, Møre og Romsdal, and Oslo. 

Buskerud performed average in reading. Hordaland had many low-performing schools. Møre 

og Romsdal struggled, with the county having many low-performing schools and few high-

performing schools. Oslo performed above average, with many high-performing schools. 

Pseudonyms were used to respect the anonymity of the schools. Elements of the schools’ 

characteristics (Table 5.2) were used to create the fictitious names. For example, the name 

Baltus is a combination of B + altus. The B stands for Buskerud, the county in which the 

school is located. “Altus” is Latin for high, indicating that this is a high-performing school. 

The formula applies to the other schools as well. Another example is Himus: H (Hordaland) + 

imus (low-performing).  

Table 5.2 Descriptive Information About the Schools 

 Baltus Bimus Haltus Himus Maltus Mimus Oltus Omus 

County Buskerud Buskerud 
Hordalan

d 

Hordalan

d 

Møre og 

Romsdal 

Møre og 

Romsdal 
Oslo Oslo 
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Municipal M L XL XL L L XL XL 

School         

 Reading  High Low High Low High Low High Low 

 Size M M M M L M L XL 

 TD, 1–4a 
✓ ✓  ✓     

 TD, 5–7a 
✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓  

 

Learning 

env. 
 ☺  

b 
☺ 

b 
☺ ☺ 

Plan         

 Author Municipa

l level 

(school 

leaders, 

teachers, 

PP) 

- - - - 
Literacy 

teacher 
- 

Planning 

committe

e 

 Pub. Y.c New - New Old - Old New New 

 Revised    ✓     

 Pagesd XL S XS S S S M M 

 Word 

counte L S S S M M M M 

Notes. Municipal = Municipal Population; Size = School Population; TD = Teacher Density; Pub. Y. = 

Publication Year; Learning env. = Learning environment.  

aWhether the school fulfilled the teacher density requirements set by the Norwegian Department for 

Education (16 or less for 1st–4th grade and 21 or less for 5th–7th grade) (Udir, 2018b). bData from a different 

year, 2018-2019 (Udir, 2019). CPlans divided into new and old based on publication year (new = published 

after 2014, old = published in 2014 or later).dFive-point category used to describe the plans’ number of pages, 

not based on real data but on values from 1–200. eFive-point category used to describe the plans’ word count, 

not using real data but on values from 1 to 20,000.
 

 
 The Buskerud schools: Baltus and Bimus 

In Buskerud, there are both urban and rural municipal zones. The most prominent trade and 

industries are public administration, tourism, agriculture and forestry, and manufacturing 

(metal, electronics, plastics, and ship production). In 2017, almost 300,000 people lived in the 

county (Thorsnæs, 2019).  
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On the National Reading Test in 2017-2018, 3,089 students from 83 schools in Buskerud 

participated (Udir, 2018c). Buskerud’s reading mean (x̅Buskerud = 50) was approximately one-

half of one point above the national mean (Table 4.5). In the box plot graph, we can see that 

mass of the distribution is clustered at the lower end of the graph (Figure 4.2). Moreover, 

there were more low-performing schools than what would be expected if the distribution had 

been normal. In support of this, we can see that there was a higher percentage of low-

performing schools than high-performing schools: 13.3% of the schools were low-performing, 

and 6% high-performing (Table 4.6). However, when reading scores percentiles was 

calculated within county the ratio of high and low performing schools was similar (Table 4.9). 

Buskerud had the highest lowest score (min = 44) and the lowest highest score (max = 56) 

(Table 4.5). Because of the short range of scores, the low-performing schools in Buskerud 

were performing better than some of the low-performing schools in other counties.  

Furthermore, out of the four counties, Buskerud had the highest ratio of average-performing 

schools (average = 80.7%) (Table 4.6). There was also a large ratio of average-performing 

schools (low = 13.3%, average = 74.7%, high = 12.1%) when low- and high-performing 

schools were defined by only using scores from Buskerud (Table 4.9). In summary, Buskerud 

is a county marked by average performances.  

Baltus  

Baltus is a primary school of medium size in a medium-sized municipality (Table 5.2). Baltus 

was among the top-performing schools on the National Reading Test in Buskerud (Table 5.2). 

Baltus fulfilled the teacher density requirements for all grade groups (Table 5.2). The learning 

environment at the school, measured on the National Student Survey, was average compared 

to the national result. Out of the 10 items on the questionnaire, four were rated above average, 

five were rated average, and one was rated far below average. The school scored above 

average on “well-being,” “support from the teachers,” “academic challenge,” and “evaluation 

of learning.” The school scored far below average on “common rules” (Table 5.2).  

Baltus’ literacy plan was one out of three with a known author. The authors listed were school 

leaders, teachers, and special needs teachers. The plan had been created at the municipal level. 

Therefore, the authors were probably from different schools in the municipality. The plan was 

written relatively recent (after 2014). Baltus’ plan was the largest in terms of both pages and 

word count. The plan was organized around each grade level, and therefore it was easy to get 
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an overview of their priorities for each grade level, but it was harder to get an overview of 

school policy. The plan was unique in that it listed teaching and learning methods for each 

content area. The plan included a short introduction, mostly focused on activities and 

classroom practices, and was thus a very practical document. They only included learning 

objectives for end of Grades 4 and 7. 

Bimus 

Bimus is located in an above average-sized municipality (Table 5.2). Bimus is a combined 

elementary and middle school of medium size (Table 5.2). Bimus was among the low-

performing schools on the National Reading Test in Buskerud (Table 5.2). Bimus fulfilled the 

teacher density requirements for all age groups (Table 5.2). The pupils at Bimus rated the 

school’s learning environment above average compared to national results. Out of the 10 

items about the learning environment, six items were rated above average, and four were rated 

average. The following items were rated above average: “support from the teachers,” “well-

being,” “common rules,” “academic challenge,” “learning culture,” and “evaluation of 

learning” (Table 5.2). 

 

The author of Bimus’ literacy plan is unknown. The word and page counts were relatively 

small compared to the other plans. Bimus’ plan is easy to read. In the two-page introduction 

there are no clear goals or information about the school, only theory. The theory focuses 

heavily on initial literacy education, namely decoding, fluency, and vocabulary. The rest of 

the document contains a table for each grade level, in which learning standards are directly 

related to classroom activities for language, reading, writing, and oral skill development. 

 

 The Hordaland schools: Haltus and Himus  

The two selected schools from Hordaland were Haltus and Himus. Hordaland is on the west 

coast and borders Buskerud on the east. The county has a population of 524,495. On the 

national reading assessment, 5,852 pupils from 163 schools from Hordaland participated 

(Udir, 2018c). Hordaland scored almost 1 point (x̅Buskerud = 49.2) below the sample average 

(Table 4.5). Hordaland (min = 42, max = 58) had a similar range in scores as Oslo (min = 42, 

max = 59) (Table 4.5), but their scores were distributed very differently. The average-

performing schools in Hordaland performed close to the national mean; this is evident from 
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the position of the box (25th–75th percentile) in the graph box plot (Figure 4.2). Comparing 

the four counties (when low- and high-performing schools were calculated based on all the 

schools in the four counties), Hordaland has the largest ratio of low-performing schools and a 

low ratio of high-performing schools (low = 21.5%, average = 74.9%, high = 3.7%, total = 

100%) (Table 4.6). In the internal comparison, the ratio of low- and high-performing schools 

is a little more than expected but nonetheless equally distributed (low = 14.7%, average = 

70.6%, high = 14.8%) (Table 4.9). In summary, Hordaland is a county struggling with low-

performing schools.  

Haltus  

Haltus is a primary school of medium size (Table 5.2). Haltus was among the top-performing 

schools on the National Reading Test in Hordaland (Table 5.2). Haltus fulfilled the teacher 

density requirements for the older pupils (5th–7th grade), but not for the younger (1st–4th) 

(Table 5.2). Compared to the national result, the learning environment at Haltus, as measured 

by the National Student Survey, was average. Out of 10 items on the questionnaire, one item 

was above average (“support from home”), one was below average (“academic challenge”), 

and the rest were average (Table 5.2).  

Haltus’ literacy plan has no known author and is relatively new. Haltus’ plan was the smallest 

document but was easy to read and directly to the point. In the plan, overall goals, the theory 

behind reading, and ongoing projects at the school were discussed. In opposition to most other 

plans, Haltus’ literacy plan did not list learning objectives or standards for all grades. Haltus 

had the only plan that attached a learning scale for monitoring students’ progress.  

 

Himus 

Himus is a medium-sized primary school (Table 5.2). On the positive side, Himus met the 

teacher density requirements for all grade groups. On the negative side, Himus performed 

poorly on the National Reading Test and on the National Student Survey. The learning 

environment score was far below average (Table 5.2). On six items, Himus scored below 

average (“support from the teacher,” “common rules,” “well-being,” “mastering,” “academic 

challenge,” “motivation”). On the remaining four items, Himus scored far below average 
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(“support from home,” “learning culture,” “evaluation of learning,” and “student democracy 

and influence”) (Table 5.2). 

Himus’ literacy plan is the oldest, but it was recently revised. In comparison to the other 

schools’ plans, Himus’ plan was relatively small in terms of pages and word count. The 

author of Himus’ literacy plan is unknown. Its three-page introduction focuses on principles 

of school work: engagement, linguistic skills, decoding, and comprehension. The plan also 

included a table with age-specific learning goals and related instructional methods and tools.  

 The Møre og Romsdal schools: Maltus and Mimus 

In Møre og Romsdal, we find Maltus and Himus. Møre og Romsdal is a county on the west 

coast, north of Hordaland, with a population of 266,858. The population rate has gradually 

decreased since 1801. Seventy-two percent of the population lives in densely populated areas. 

Fishing is an essential industry in the county; other industries in the county include food 

production, mining, lumber, engineering, and energy (Thorsnæs, 2018). On the National 

Reading Test, 3,015 pupils from 92 different schools participated. The mean of reading scores 

was 1.1 points (x̅Møre&Romsdal = 49) below the sample average (Table 4.5). Out of the selected 

four counties, Møre og Romsdal struggled the most. Møre og Romsdal had the lowest 

minimum observation (min = 40, max = 56) and a low maximum observation (Table 4.5). 

Most of the average-performing schools in the county performed below the sample average (x̅ 

= 50.1); this is apparent from the position of the box (25th–75th percentile) in the box plot 

graph. The box is almost below the horizontal line marking the sample average (Figure 6.1). 

Further evidence of Møre og Romsdal’s dismal performance is apparent from the comparison 

of low- and high-performing schools. When low- and high-performing schools were 

calculated based on scores from all four counties, Møre og Romsdal had the lowest ratio of 

high-performing schools and a large ratio of low-performing schools (low = 18.7%, average = 

79.1%, high = 2.2%) (Table 4.6). The same pattern emerged in the internal comparison, when 

performance was calculated using only scores from within the county (low = 18.7%, average 

= 70.3%, high = 11.0%) (Table 4.9). In summary, Møre og Romsdal is, compared to the other 

counties, the worst off, since it had many low-performing schools and few high-performing.  

Maltus 
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Maltus is a large primary school situated in a large municipality. Maltus was among the top-

performing schools in reading in Møre og Romsdal. It did not live up to the teacher density 

norm but, on the positive side, the pupils rated the learning environment at the school above 

average (Table 5.2). On the National Student Survey, three items were rated above average 

(“common rules,” “well-being,” and “motivation”) and seven items were rated average 

(“support from the teachers,” “support from home,” “academic challenge,” “learning culture,” 

“evaluation of learning,” “student democracy and influence,” and “mastering”).  

The author and publication year of Maltus’ plan are unknown. In terms of word count, the 

plan was of medium size; in terms of pages, it was small; in terms of words, it was dense. 

Maltus’ plan was not titled “literacy plan” but “plan for facilitation of reading and writing 

education.” After examining all the plans, I would not classify Maltus’ plan as a literacy plan 

as it focused solely on diagnosing and supporting struggling readers. However, it does make 

some mentions of its general literacy education, but it does not include, for example, age-

specific teaching and learning methods like most other plans do.  

Mimus 

Mimus is a medium-sized primary school in a large municipality. Mimus is the most 

struggling across the board. Mimus performed poorly within a county that had the lowest 

reading scores. Also, it did not meet the teacher density requirements for the lower grades 

(1st–4th), and the learning environment at the school was below average. Mimus’ literacy 

plan was the only one (that is known) created by a literacy specialist. However, the plan was 

relatively outdated (Table 5.2).  

Mimus’ plan was written by a literacy teacher. The plan is relatively old. The plan is also 

dense, small in terms of pages, and its word count is in the medium range. The plan sets itself 

apart with a lengthy theoretical introduction, with a description of what constitutes a good 

reading teacher, as well as discussions of linguistic awareness, reading strategies, writing, and 

more. The plan includes a table with age-specific learning objectives for linguistic awareness, 

decoding, vocabulary, reading strategies, writing, and related instructional methods. For each 

grade there is also plan for assessment, use of material, and home-school cooperation.   

 The Oslo schools: Oltus and Omus 
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The selected schools from Oslo are Oltus and Omus. Oslo is both a county and a municipality. 

It is an extra-large municipality, which is not surprising since it is the capital of Norway. On 

the National Reading Test in 2017-2018, 6,367 pupils from 108 schools participated (Udir, 

2018c). The average reading score in Oslo (x̅Oslo = 52.4) was almost three points higher than 

the national mean (Table 4.5). The range of scores was wider in Oslo than in any of the other 

counties (min = 42, max = 59), suggesting that the schools widely differed in their outcomes 

(Table 4.5). Even though there are some low-scoring schools in Oslo, the box plot graph 

shows that the mass of the distribution is concentrated in the upper part of the graph. 

Moreover, the box (25th–75th percentile) is aligned above the horizontal line marking the 

sample average. Also, the distribution of reading scores is negatively skewed, as indicated by 

the long lower whisker in the box plot graph (Figure 4.2). Oslo has by far the largest share of 

high-performing schools (low = 8.3%, average = 57.4%, high = 34.3%) compared to the other 

four counties, whose ratios of high-performing schools are between two and six percent 

(Table 4.6). The same pattern shows up in the internal comparison (low = 13.0%, average = 

68.5%, high = 18.5%) (Table 4.9). In summary, Oslo performed best out of the four counties.   

Oltus  

Oltus is a large primary school in Oslo. Most aspects of the school are considered positive, 

except that it did not meet the teacher density requirements for the lower grades (1st–4th). 

The school’s reading score was in the top 10% in the county, and the school scored above 

average on the Student Survey (Table 5.2). The top-rated aspects of the learning environment 

were “mastering” and “motivation,” which were rated far above average. Following that were 

four items (“well-being,” “common rules,” “academic challenge,” and “learning culture”) 

rated above average. The last four (“support from the teachers,” “support from home,” 

“evaluation of learning,” and “student democracy and influence”) were rated average (Udir, 

2019).  

Oltus and Omus appeared to use the same template in creating their plans. Oltus’ plan is of 

medium size and is relatively new. The author is unknown. The plan includes a table with 

age-specific learning objectives and related instructional content, methods, and school–parent 

cooperation for fluency, reading strategies, formative assessment, oral skills, vocabulary, and 

reading interest. The plan also includes an assessment plan for all grades.  

Omus 
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Omus is the largest school in the sample. It is far above average in terms of population size. 

Considering its size, it is a little surprising that the school did not fulfill the teacher density 

requirements. The school scored low on the National Reading Test, but above average on the 

Student Survey (Table 5.2). One item on the survey (“mastering’”) was rated far above 

average. The pupils rated the majority of the learning environment items above average 

(“support from home,” “common rules,” “learning culture,” “academic challenge,” 

“motivation,” “evaluation of learning,” and “student democracy and influence”). The two 

remaining items (“support from the teachers” and “well-being”) received an average rating 

(Udir, 2019). A planning committee wrote Omus’ literacy plan, but it is unknown who the 

members are. The plan is the second largest document (pages = 85) and is two years old (from 

the time of writing) (Table 5.2).  

Omus’ plan was written by a planning committee. It is relatively new and of medium size. 

Omus’ plan is like Oltus’ in design, but a bit different in terms of content. For example, 

Omus’ plan also includes a similar table with objectives and teaching methods but also 

includes a column for writing. Omus also has a plan for monitoring progress and intends to 

use more standardized testing then Oltus.  

5.3 RQ3: How do Norwegian primary school leaders’ 

views on literacy education compare or differ 

between schools?  

This section compares Norwegians primary school leaders’ views on literacy education based 

on the themes that emerged in the analysis of the EU Literacy Report. This was a complex 

analysis that required looking at the literacy plans in many different ways. The first part 

looked at similarities and differences between schools by analyzing themes for which there 

was a positive or negative distance above or below one standard deviation. The second part 

analyzed the literacy plans from an ideological point of view by looking at sub-themes 

associated with different curriculum ideologies.      

 

 Themes 
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The analysis of differences in references (Table 5.3) showed that between the schools there 

were some differences in 32 out of 37 themes. The only themes where there were no 

differences were the ones that were not included in the school plans. Further, the distance 

analysis showed that four school plans stood out in some ways. Omus differed from the others 

particularly in regard to its focus on writing and assessment of disadvantaged groups. More 

than the other schools, Mimus’ school leaders focused on motivation and the use of digital 

tools and methods. Bimus, Mimus, Oltus, and Omus list approximately 200 or more 

objectives. Haltus and Mimus were the only schools that did not list age-specific learning 

objectives. Haltus did, however, include a learning scale to monitor students’ reading 

progress. The literacy leaders at Maltus focused less on general education and more on target 

support for struggling readers. Maltus also focused on how to identify and support dyslexics, 

highlighting their legal right to support and assistive technology. Literacy leaders at Maltus 

stated that “all students have the right to adapted education.”     

 

Table 5.3 Frequency of Coded References in School Literacy Plans 

Considerably Above (+) or Below (-) the Mean 

  

   Baltus Bimus Haltus Himus Maltus Mimus Oltus Omus 
n 

+ - 

I. INTENTIONS           

 Regulative aspiration x x x x x x x x 0 0 

 Transformative aspiration   +      1 0 

 100% Multiple literacy x x x x x x x x 0 0 

 Increase participation, for...        + 1 0 

 Raise awareness          1 0 

 Reduce the achievement gap x x x x x x x x 0 0 

 Literacy important for 

individuals 
    -   + 1 1 

 Literacy important for society   +      1 0 

II. CONTENT           

 A dyslexia diagnosis is not 

helpful 
x x x x x x x x 0 0 

 Anyone can become literate     + +   2 0 

 Broad view of literacy +  -  -    1 2 

 Writing        + 0 1 

 Community         0 0 

 Use of digital tools and materials   -   +   1 1 

 Equal opportunities x x x x x x x x 0 0 

 evidence-based      -   1 0 

 Libraries    +  +   2 0 

 Literacy in all subjects        + 1 0 

 Literacy legal right     +    1 0 
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 Motivation   -  - +   1 2 

 Family context       + + 2 0 

 Prof dev     +   + 2 0 

 Support   -  +   + 2 1 

 Wide range of available 

materials 
  -  -   + 1 2 

III. TEACHING AND LEARNING METHOD   

 Adapt teaching to learners’ need   - +    + 2 1 

 Material of own choosing   -  - +   1 2 

 Read aloud with, to the pupils   -     + 1 1 

 Reading for pleasure      + +  2 0 

 Use mix of approaches and 

strategies 
    - +  + 2 1 

 Digital methods      +   1 0 

IV. ASSESSMENT           

 Alternative assessment    -   + + 2 1 

 Assessment plan, system of 

monitoring progress 
  -      0 1 

 Assess disadvantaged groups        + 1 0 

 Follow-up  -    - -  0 3 

 Identify needs and diagnose   -  +    1 1 

 Other   -  +   + 2 1 

 Standards, goals, scales to 

measure progress by 
    -    0 1 

 Baltus Bimus Haltus Himus Maltus Mimus Oltus Omus   

Total themes 1 1 14 3 13 10 4 14   

 Minuses  1 1 12 1 7 2 1 0   

 Plusses 1 0 2 2 6 8 3 14   

Note. Meaningfully = distance from the mean of coding references above one standard 

deviation. Pluses (+) indicates distance in references above one standard deviation, 

minuses (-) indicate distance in references below negative one standard deviation, and 

x’s indicate an absence of references.   

  

 

The distance analysis indicated that the themes on which most schools differed in their views 

were as follows: a broad view of literacy, motivation, support, wide range of available 

material, adapt teaching to learners’ needs, material of own choosing, use of mix of 

approaches and strategies, alternative assessment, and follow-up. One dimension that sticks 

out is assessment. All the schools in various levels of detail outlined how the pupils would be 

assessed during their primary school years. However, there were differences in how many 

assessments and what types of assessments were included. What the HLG called “alternative 

assessment” refers to digital, non-stigmatizing, peer, and qualitative assessments. About one-

half of the assessments mentioned in Omus’ and Oltus’ plans were alternative, while only 5% 

of Himus’ assessments were alternative (Table 5.4).     
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Table 5.4 References to Alternative Assessments 

 All assessments  Alternative assessment 

 n  n % 

Himus 20  1 5% 

Baltus 17  3 18% 

Mimus 48  13 27% 

Haltus 10  4 40% 

Maltus 48  21 44% 

Bimus 24  11 46% 

Omus 81  39 48% 

Oltus 73  36 49% 

 

With the exception of Haltus and Bimus, the other schools’ assessment plans were similar in 

design. Their assessment plans were usually attached at the end of the literacy plan in a table 

format. Below is an example of an assessment plan from one of the schools (Table 5.5). The 

example assessment plan outlines in detail how 18 assessments will be administered 

throughout the months and years. In the month of October there were six assessments: the 

first three assessments took place in the first grade, the fourth assessment occurred in the fifth 

grade, the fifth assessment was administered in the second to seventh grade, and the sixth type 

of assessment took place in all grades. There was usually a note on how to follow up the 

assessment, often involving a special pedagogy team. Haltus noted that after the assessments, 

teachers for each grade level meet and look at the results horizontal and vertical and consider 

the need for measures. 

 

Table 5.5 Example of a School Assessment Plan 

 Grade level  

mnd. 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 7th Follow up 

Aug         

Sep 
Test  Test 

 
    Test  Test 

Test    Test    
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Oct 

Test 

Test 

 Test 

Test 

Nov  Test  

   Test  

Des         

Jan  Test  

Feb       Test  

Mar Test  

Apr 
  Test 

    Test 

Test 

Mai 
Test     

 
Test 

Jun         

 

Another aspect in which the schools were similar was in regard to literacy in all subjects. All 

the school leaders viewed literacy education as an integral part of all subject areas. In Omus’ 

literacy plan, it was stated that “all teachers are reading teachers.” The school leaders at Omus 

also stressed the importance of writing in all subjects. Although there are several mentions of 

literacy in all subjects in Omus’ plan, the school leaders at Baltus showed how important 

literacy in all subjects was to them by organizing their plans around the content areas. Baltus 

lists age-specific activities for each grade level, indicating that it has given some thought to 

what it means to give literacy instruction in English, Math, Science, and so on. These 

activities focus on reading comprehension and consist primarily of reading strategies. 

 Ideological similarities and differences 

School leaders’ views on literacy education span the whole ideological spectrum. However, 

some curriculum ideologies was more present than others. For example, the Baltus plan was a 

mix of academic, humanistic, and systemic ideologies, while Bimus’ literacy plan falls more 

on the humanistic side of the spectrum. At Haltus, the ideological analysis indicated a 

preference for the academic curriculum. One of the ways in which Haltus’ academic character 

comes to the forefront is in its mention of adapting literacy education to individual 

prerequisites. The Himus, Mimus, and Omus plans are rooted in the humanistic curriculum. 

Himus views literacy education as a mix between the humanistic and social reconstructive 

curriculum. The plan is humanistic because Himus’ plan features lengthy texts about 

motivations to read. One of Himus’ goals was to “create engagement and ambition for 

reading.” Other assertions in Himus’ plan are that students should have time to read material 

of their choosing and that classes should “regularly talk about commonly experienced texts, 
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including non-fiction, tables, graphical representation, and pictures.” Of all plans, Mimus’ 

plan featured the most writing about humanistic themes such as reading-joy and motivation. 

The authors of the plan stressed that “a desire for reading must be created.” Mimus’ plan 

includes several ways to realize this: using the library, setting aside time for reading on their 

own or together, having conversations about what they read, and creating an inspiring 

classroom filled with words, illustrations, and books. Omus’ plan, which also seems mostly 

humanistic, features a section about reading engagement in which a week-long reading event 

in every subject is planned. Furthermore, the architects of the Omus plan suggest using the 

results from national assessments that cover motivation to get an overview of the pupils.  

After Himus, Mimus, and Omus, which proved to be predominantly humanistic, Maltus and 

Oltus had a different focus. The emphasis on legal rights and access to equipment indicates 

that the view Maltus’ school leaders have of literacy education shares similarities with the 

social reconstruction curriculum. However, Maltus’ plan is systemic in its approach to 

identifying and monitoring struggling readers. The literacy plan at Oltus is a mix between the 

humanistic and systemic curriculum. Overall, the low-performing schools were mostly 

humanistic, while a combination of the humanistic and systemic curriculum predominantly 

characterized the high-performing schools. 

5.4 RQ4: How do the EU HLG’s views on literacy 

education compare or differ from those of 

Norwegian primary school leaders?  

This section addresses the final research question: How do the EU HLG’s views on literacy 

education compare or differ from those of Norwegian primary schools? The EU Literacy 

Report and the literacy plans were here compared based on their ideological similarities and 

differences. The ideological analysis showed that all four curriculum ideologies were present 

in both the Report and the plans. In the EU Literacy Report, humanistic and social 

reconstructive ideas stood out. The humanistic curriculum ideology was also aligned with 

Norwegian literacy leaders’ view of education. Overall, their views on literacy education were 

fragmented.   

The HLG viewed literacy education mostly in terms of the humanistic (31%). Humanistic 

perspectives also dominated in the Norwegian literacy plans (32%) (Table 5.6). The 
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humanistic nature of the EU Literacy Report was expressed in terms of its focus on 

motivation, qualitative and non-stigmatizing assessment, emotional and social support, in-

class libraries, material of own choosing, read aloud with and to the pupils, and reading for 

pleasure. Moreover, it held a view that a dyslexia diagnosis is not helpful, that anyone can 

become literate, and that literacy is important for individuals, material of own choosing, read 

aloud with and to the pupils, and reading for pleasure. Many of these sentiments were echoed 

in the literacy plans. For example, Mimus stated: “to learn to read and to receive joy and 

benefit from reading is amongst the most important learning goals for pupils. It affects how 

they succeed in all subjects and can be of great importance to one’s personal development.” 

However, some of these views were not reciprocated. While Maltus dedicates its plan to 

identifying and supporting struggling readers, specifically pupils who have dyslexia, the HLG 

report warns against diagnosing dyslexia as it can be stigmatizing and demotivating, as well 

as leading to inaction by teachers and parents. Instead, the report argues that people with 

dyslexia should fall within the category of struggling readers, and focus should be shifted 

toward prevention.  

Table 5.6 Distribution of Coding References by Curriculum Ideologies 

Curriculum Ideology  EU Literacy Report  Literacy Plans 

  n %  n % 

Academic   6 17%  34 23% 

Humanistic  11 31%  47 32% 

Social Reconstruction  10 29%  32 22% 

Systemic  8 23%  35 24% 

Total  35 100%  148 100% 

Further, the results showed that there was also a strong presence of socially reconstructive 

ideas in the EU Literacy Report (29%), but less so in the literacy plans (22%). The HLG’s 

more reconstructive ideas were expressed through their inclusion of transformative 

aspirations, increasing participation and inclusion for disadvantaged groups, improving access 

to digital equipment and a wide range of reading materials, empowering parents, sponsoring 

community cooperation and peer assessment, and viewing literacy as a legal right. In the 

Norwegian literacy plans, access to a wide range of materials, empowering parents, 

transformative aspirations, and increasing inclusion and participation were the most present. 

Mimus, Himus, Haltus, Bimus, and Baltus explicitly stated that they would have a wide range 
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of materials available. Bimus stated that it would have reading materials for all reading levels, 

but it did not mention materials for all genders, and it cited few digital materials. However, 

Omus showed the intent to use a wide range of materials by mentioning many genres. 

The term participation was coded as a transformative aspiration. This term showed up in five 

schools’ plans. The school leaders at Haltus write that to understand and actively participate 

in society, it is vital that pupils can read, gather, and critically evaluate information from 

encyclopedias, newspapers, and the Internet. To increase participation, the HLG argued that it 

was essential to pay extra close attention to groups at risk of being excluded. The HLG 

recognized linguistic minorities as one of these groups. Two schools mentioned bilingualism 

in their plans. The Maltus school gives a test to 5th-, 6th-, and 7th-grade bilingual students 

with the intent of identifying students in need of Norwegian for second language learning. 

The Otus school stated that it did not have that many bilingual pupils in its school and wrote a 

section about what, how, and who is in charge of special Norwegian education [Særskilt 

norskopplæring] at the school. The literacy plans briefly mentioned other disadvantaged 

groups, such as children with special needs and boys, but not children whose parents had low 

socioeconomic status.  

All the schools except Bimus mentioned something about empowering parents. Baltus 

mentioned parent–school [Foreldreskole], Himus mentioned handing out pamphlets with 

information, Maltus mentioned training parents of children with dyslexia in assistive 

computer programs, Mimus wrote that teachers are obligated to give parents tips and advice 

on how to facilitate reading, Omus mentioned supporting parents in implementing 

pedagogical methods at home, and Oltus mentioned involving the parents in the assessment of 

pupils’ reading skills.   

Table 5.6 indicates that the systemic curriculum ideology is present in the EU Literacy Report 

(23%) and in the Norwegian literacy plans (24%), but to a lesser degree than the humanistic 

and reconstructive ideologies. However, systemic ideas permeate the plans of Baltus, Bimus, 

Himus, Mimus, Omus, and Oltus. These schools organize their plans around age-specific 

learning objectives; in this way, they are outcome-oriented. All the schools, except Haltus, 

included extensive assessment plans, also indicating a systemic orientation. Haltus set a goal 

for functional literacy aligned with the PISA Level 2 definition of literacy. Lastly, the 

academic curriculum was the least featured ideology in the EU Literacy Report (17%); 

however, the Report did express that schools should “put literacy at the heart of primary 
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education” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 98). And although literacy in all subjects was 

essential to all the schools, the academic curriculum was not expressed all that much in any of 

their literacy plans (23%). None of the school plans had set an ambitious goal on par with that 

of the EU, to achieve multiple literacy. However, most schools mentioned critical thinking, 

adapting teaching to learners’ needs, and using mixed methods. In Baltus’ introduction, 

developing functional readers is described as follows: “The plan facilitates that this goal shall 

be reached through instruction in different learning strategies.” Baltus mentioned over 25 

learning strategies.  
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6 Discussion 
 

This study aimed to uncover views on literacy education held by the EU High-Level Group of 

Experts on Literacy (HLG) and local school leaders in Norway. The HLG is an expert group 

on literacy established by the European Commission in 2011 to advise them on efforts to 

support literacy in the EU. For this study, the starting point was a detailed thematic analysis of 

the HLG's final report (the EU Literacy Report). Next, I randomly selected eight Norwegian 

primary school's literacy plans. These plans represent the actualization of school leaders' 

policy and curricular views. I used the 38 themes that emerged from my thematic analysis of 

the EU Literacy Report as a coding schema for the computer-assisted content analysis of the 

local Norwegian school literacy plans. The analysis revealed the High-Level Group Experts 

on Literacy and the Norwegian primary school leaders' view on literacy education was 

multifaceted but similar.  

In the remainder of this chapter, I first describe the main findings. Second, I discuss these 

findings in light of existing literature on this topic and the analytical framework presented in 

Chapter 2. Then in the last section, I review the limitations of the current study and suggest 

avenues for further research. 

 

6.1 Main Findings 

The thematic analysis of the EU Literacy Report revealed the answer to the first research 

question: What is the EU High-Level Group of Experts on Literacy's view on literacy 

education? The HLG’s view of literacy education was intricate and comprehensive, which is 

not surprising given the ubiquity and importance of literacy practices in educational and other 

settings. To the HLG, literacy was not merely a tool for economic growth. It was also a path 

to empowerment and "to develop capacities of reflection, critique and empathy, leading to a 

sense of self-efficacy, identity and full participation in society" (European Commission, 

2012a, p.21). Furthermore, they addressed the stigma associated with reading difficulties, the 

importance of systematic assessments, the family and community context, engaging and 

joyful activities, and adapting teaching to learners’ needs.  
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An initial quantitative-content analysis of the Norwegian schools’ local literacy plans 

answered the second research question: What are Norwegian primary school leaders’ views 

on literacy education? This analysis revealed a strong interest in reading in all subjects, parent 

involvement, struggling readers, reading strategies, reflective practices, and reading 

engagement. Subsequently, the computer-assisted content analysis quantified coded 

references, allowing for the discovery of themes that schools referenced to considerably more 

or less than others. Together with a close read, these results help answer research question 

three: How are the views of Norwegian primary school leaders similar or different across 

schools? This was a challenging analysis, but by looking across codes I discovered that there 

were some differences in how the schools viewed, amongst others, motivation, reading 

material, adapted teaching, support, learning strategies, and assessment.  

Lastly, following the analytical framework outlined in Chapter 2, the themes were 

reorganized into curriculum ideologies, thus answering research question four: How do the 

EU HLG's views on literacy education compare or differ from Norwegian primary school 

leaders? The main finding was there were similarities in the views of the HLG and the school 

leaders', but also interesting differences. Although the HLG and the school leaders' views did 

not all fit neatly into a single curriculum ideology, some generalizations can be drawn across 

the entire set of documents. For the most part, both the HLG and the literacy leaders' view of 

literacy leaned towards the humanistic approach to education. The HLG's views were also 

compatible with the social reconstruction curriculum, but less consistent with the academic 

curriculum. The literacy leaders balanced the social reconstructionist, academic, and systemic 

perspectives more evenly in ways that probably relate to their commitments at national and 

local levels. 

 

6.2 Reflections on the Main Findings  

As seen in the Analytical Framework (Chapter 2), assumptions about the nature of society can 

be divided into regulative and transformative.  A clear example of a regulative assumption 

can be found in the following statement made by the HLG: “Investing in literacy is investing 

in Europe’s human capital” (European Commission, 2012a, p. 11, emphasis added). Paulston 

(1993) identified human capital theory as functionalist. As established in Chapter 2, both the 

functionalist paradigm and the systemic curriculum ideology make regulative assumptions 
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about society's nature. According to G. Burrell and Morgan (1979), the paradigms are based 

on fundamentally incompatible assumptions and, therefore, cannot exist in harmony. 

However, the results of my analysis can be taken to mean that this is not the case. Despite 

formulating regulative statements, the HLG also makes statements in support of 

transformative change. For example, their goal for all European citizens to reach PISA Level 

3 suggests a desire to make improvements beyond what is necessary to “function” in society 

and is thus more transformative. However, other intentions, such as those to increase 

participation and reducing inequalities, are harder to categorize. It could be argued that since 

the HLG related these terms to equity, empowerment, and democracy, the HLG’s conception 

of these terms was more in line with critical theorists’ idea of emancipation (Cohen et al., 

2017; Hobden & Jones, 2010), thus expressing transformative assumptions. An illustration of 

this can be found in the following statement by the HLG: 

The best schools teach all their pupils to read, regardless of their socio-economic 

background, ethnicity, languages spoken at home and special needs or disabilities. 

They do this by providing children, as early as possible, with individualised support, 

high-quality teaching, engaging reading materials, and a culture that combines equity 

with high expectations where all children are expected to succeed at reading – and are 

given the support they need to do so. (European Commission, 2012a, p. 66, emphasis 

added) 

The world we live in today is more complex and interconnected than it was at the time G. 

Burrell and Morgan (1979) made their statements about the incompatibility of paradigms. 

Considering the scientific, theoretical, and technological advancements in recent decades, we 

are arguably capable of more integrative thinking and mixing of methods than we were in the 

1970s. Nevertheless, even if it is possible to hold both regulative and transformative 

presuppositions, there is one more thing we need to consider. Scholars have claimed that the 

EU uses education as an instrument to advance its integration projects and to become the 

largest global economy (Karlsen, 2015; Walkenhorst, 2008). These scholars allude to an 

instrumental view of education in accordance with functionalist thinking. This warrants 

caution in taking HLG’s references to transformative ideals at face value. It could be that the 

HLG merely employed social reconstructionist language to “fit” with the trends and cover up 
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its true agenda of maintaining the status quo. Alternatively, it could be that the HLG was 

using a language the EU can understand and get “on board with.” A third possibility is that 

the result of my analysis is correct, and the HLG’s views were mixed. The Literacy Report 

does not, after all, reflect the official views of the EU.     

 

In the Analytical Framework (Chapter 2), a connection was established between the 

humanistic and academic curriculum and the interpretive paradigm. Like the interpretive 

paradigm, both focus on understandings and meaning-making. Where they differ is that the 

humanists are more geared towards the understanding of self. The analysis suggests that the 

HLG and the school leaders' view of literacy education is mostly consistent with the 

humanistic curriculum. The humanistic curriculum reflected, amongst others, personal 

development, social and emotional wellbeing and growth, and qualitative assessments 

(McNeil, 2015). Both the HLG and the Norwegian literacy plan emphasized why literacy is 

essential for individuals and the use of joyful and engaging activities and reading materials. 

For me, this was a surprising finding. I expected the HLG to have a more systemic view like 

the EU, as described in Chapter 3. However, the fact that Norwegian literacy reports were 

grounded in the humanistic perspective was less surprising. As we have seen in my review of 

the educational context, the Norwegian curriculum has embedded social democratic ideals 

(Koritzinsky, 2000), which have prevailed (to some extent) despite systemic school reforms in 

the past three decades. Furthermore, an integral part of the Norwegian curriculum is Didaktik 

conceptions of how, what, and when to teach, and the concept of Bildung (Karseth & 

Sivesind, 2010). There arguably are many overlapping features of Bildung and the humanistic 

curriculum, as both are concerned with personal development. Thus, that supports the finding 

that Norwegian literacy plans are mostly humanistic. 

The academic curriculum emphasizes higher-order thinking, disciplinary habits of mind, 

adapted teaching, and rich and challenging learning opportunities (McNeil, 2015). The 

analysis indicates that Norwegian literacy leaders, and especially the HLG´s view of literacy 

education, are less associated with the academic curriculum than the humanistic. However, 

here there were some variations between the schools. Baltus’ literacy plan stood out as the 

academic, as it had organized its plan by the subject area. The academic element that the 

majority of schools emphasized most was adapted teaching. These findings align with 

national mandates set by the Norwegian Ministry of Education, namely, to provide adapted 
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education for all students (Eurydice, 2019a), which implies some level of school autonomy 

and choice to respond to local factors. This variability may be seen as reflecting tensions in 

current educational discourse in Norway. On the one hand, we are trying to safeguard our 

pupils' personal development and Bildung. On the other hand, we are trying to prepare our 

workforce for a post-oil economy that may require a set of integrative skills applicable to 

practical problems. The academic curriculum is arguably in the best position to build a bridge 

between these two objectives. 

 

All plans included systemic features, but the quantified section of my analysis indicates that 

high-performing schools were more systemic than the low performing schools. As described 

in the Analytical Framework, the systemic curriculum emphasizes standardization, efficiency, 

learning outcomes and standards, assessment, and accountability. Norwegian education policy 

implemented in the 1990s and 2000s was outcome-oriented (Aasen et al., 2012; Karseth & 

Sivesind, 2010; Prøitz & Nordin, 2019). This was reflected in the literacy plans in terms of 

emphasis on assessment. When it came to learning objectives, however, the plans differed. 

There were few learning outcomes in the plans of Baltus, Haltus, and Maltus. However, the 

other plans were organized around age-specific learning outcomes. The learning outcomes 

were, to a varying degree, connected to learning methods and activities, assessments, and 

follow up with parents. The learning objective was expressed as what the students should 

learn, be able to do, or do each year. Evident from the verbs in the learning objectives, these 

are not all formulated as measurable outcomes: practice, know, become, use, express, 

examine, and discover.   

Where does this leave us in search of an answer to the original questions? Overall, these 

findings suggest the HLG’ s and Norwegian school leaders' views on literacy education were 

similar and multifaceted. The tensions between, on the one side, the functionalist, and on the 

other side the interpretive and radical humanist, have not resolved themselves in these 

documents. However, the analysis revealed a glimpse into a possible future where these ideas 

can operate in synergy: where the efficiency and accountability features of the systemic 

curriculum are utilized to achieve transformative aspirations; academic principles of learning 

are applied to assessment, and; humanistic values are incorporated into learning objectives.  
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6.3 Recommendations for Future Research 

Certain limitations in this study suggest opportunities for future study. First, the sample was 

too small to estimate population parameters from quantitative trends. Given that there was 

little previous research examining literacy plans, I prioritized conducting an in-depth analysis. 

Future studies can take advantage of the category descriptions created in this study (Appendix 

A) to conduct a more extensive quantitative-content analysis.  

Second, documents are, in general, not created for answering the researcher's questions and do 

not give a complete picture of the phenomena under study (Bowen, 2009). Moreover, 

documents and even interviews do not reflect reality. Anti-naturalists' in the 80s stressed that 

teaching and learning are unstable and context-dependent (Gage, 1989): objectives and plans 

change in light of unforeseen events – from hour to hour, year to year (Tom, 1984 in Gage, 

1989). The anti-naturalists’ perspectives remind us that more needs to be done to understand 

if and how the intended literacy curriculum matches the actual practices in schools. 

Furthermore, we also need to investigate if these pragmatic considerations informed the 

decisions of the plan writers themselves. 

Walkenhorst (2008) identified secondary schools as the lowest educational level the EU was 

concerned with. Four years later, the Literacy Report, which addresses primary education, 

was created. More needs to be done to understand how the EU perceives its role in education 

within and across member and satellite states. Since the EU was given legislative powers in 

the education sphere in the 1992 Maastricht treaty, its policy issues have expanded despite 

stiff resistance (Lange & Alexiadou, 2007). Little is known about the work done in the 

“hidden” by expert groups and policy networks in primary and secondary education. One 

group that is currently active and that Norway is a member of is the ET 2020 Working Group 

on Schools (European Commission, 2019). 

Despite these limitations, the current study has made several minor contributions to our 

understanding of educational policy and literacy planning by: (1) connecting assumptions of 

the nature of society that shape conceptions of literacy, education, and research; (2) exploring 

tensions and synergies between different curriculum ideologies at various geographical levels, 

and; (3) highlighting differences in literacy planning at the local level. 
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From examining schools’ literacy plans, I see a potential for schools to expand their social 

reconstructionist and academic curriculum, as well as for research to further investigate 

learning activities put forward by these two curricula. There are interesting academic 

programs that give students practical experience applying the scientific method and 

opportunities to participate in real global research projects, such as those where students 

submit locally collected data into an online database. The social reconstructionist curriculum 

further suggests interesting, although more alternative approaches to education, such as 

community service or participating in local democratic processes.  
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Appendix A: Code Description 
 

 

Table A.1 Categories and themes, and the concepts and codes within them 

 

Content dimension  

 Categories  

  Themes Concepts and codes 

I. INTENTIONS  

 Transformative aspirations 
Reduce inequalities and poverty, increase social and civic participation, 

empowerment, tolerant, equity, prosperity. 

 Regulative aspirations 
Employment, innovation, economic growth, decrease unemployment, 

human capital, productivity, mobility, cohesion, equality, inclusion. 

 100% Multiple literacy 
Level 3 PISA - Use reading and writing skills in order to produce, 

understand, interpret and critically evaluate multimodal texts 

 
Increase inclusion and 

participation for 
 

  Boys Boys, gender gap. 

  
Disadvantaged groups as a 

whole 
 

  Migrants Migrants, minorities, and bilinguals 

  Other Special needs, parents struggling with reading 

  Low socioeconomic status Low SES, children from poor families.  

 Raise awareness 
Acknowledge the problem of low literacy, raise awareness about the gap 

between boys and girls.  

 Reduce the achievement gap  

 
Literacy important for 

individuals 

Improve income, social life, positive life outlook, health, higher-order 

thinking, the basis for further education, as consumers, identity. 

 Literacy important for society Participation, economic growth, inclusion, equality, human capital. 

II. CONTENT  

 A dyslexia diagnoses ≠ helpful Instead of dyslexia the diagnoses should be struggling literacy learners. 

 Anyone can become literate  

 Broad view of Literacy 
Multi-dimensional definition, many related and enabling skills, more 

than decoding, more than a skill.  

 Writing  

 Community  

 Use of digital tools and materials  

  Quality of use  

  Digital access Provide access to electronic equipment  

  Other Other mentions of digital in relation to other themes. 

  Why digital is important   

 Equal opportunities 
All students/no matter their background/of all backgrounds should get 

the same opportunities. 

 Evidence-based Practices and interventions should be based on evidence. 

 Libraries  

  Library access Libraries role in providing access to books and electronic equipment. 

  In class library Books and a “reading corner” inside the classroom. 
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  School library  

  Public libraries  

  Unkown  

 Literacy in all subjects Reading plays a role in all subjects, all teachers are teachers of reading. 

 Literacy legal right Literacy is a legal right or human right. 

 Motivation  

 Family context  

  Community  

  Empower parents Empower and support parents, intervention programs, inform parents.  

  Family context is important  

  Literacy co-ownership Co-ownership: All actors in society need to cooperate to improve literacy 

  Other Other mentions of family context in relation to other themes. 

  Parents role 
Support and help their kids in literacy endeavors; read to, read with, and 

discuss reading material with their kids; motivate and encourage.  

  Parent-school collaboration  

 Professional development  

  Supporting staff Staff supporting teacher’s development 

  Development Professional development, continuous learning 

 Support  

    

  Individualized support Individualized, specialized, or targeted support 

  Literacy specialists  Support from reading specialists or literacy expert. 

  Identify needs and diagnose Identify needs in order to give support 

  Early intervention   Tackle literacy problems early on 

  Non-literacy support 
Psychological and social support to build up motivation and self-

confidence. 

  Other Other mentions of support in relation to other themes. 

  Support disadvantaged groups  

    

  Tackle literacy problems early  

 Wide range of available materials  

  All material is valid  

  Material for all genders Attractive and interesting material for all genders. 

  Material for all reading levels  

  Visible material  Material needs to be visible, available, and accessible 

  Material of own choosing  

  Other Other mentions of material in relation to other themes. 

  Wide-range Wide-range, diverse material, genres, types of material. 

III. TEACHING & LEARNING METHOD 

 Adapt teaching to learners’ need  

 Material of own choosing  

 Read aloud  Read aloud, with, or to pupils 

 Reading for pleasure  

 
Use mix of approaches and 

strategies 
Use mix of approaches and strategies 

 Digital methods  
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  Create digitally 
Write digitally, create power points, image editing, create graphs and 

tables. 

  Integrate ICT Use digital tools in the instruction 

  Read digitally Read digitally, online, or electronic. 

  Search digitally  

IV. ASSESSMENT  

 Alternative assessment  

  Digital assessment  

  Non-stigmatizing assessment  
Because of stigma associated with literacy difficulties, problems are 

hidden. Assessment and support need to be non-stigmatizing 

  Peer assessment  

  Qualitative assessment  

  Other  

 Assessment plan Assessment plan, system of monitoring progress 

 Assess disadvantaged groups  

 Follow-up Follow-up assessment 

 Identify needs and diagnose  

  Early Identification  

  Other  

  Identify struggling readers Identify or diagnose struggling readers 

  
Identify struggling second 

language learners 
 

 Other  

 Standards to measures by  

  Learning scales Scales describing age-related development of reading abilities. 

  Learning standards Age-related standards or learning objectives. 
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Appendix B: Full List of References  
 

Table B.1 Full list of references: code-level 

 

   EU Baltus Bimus Haltus Himus Maltus Mimus Oltus Omus 

  All 281 139 114 47 89 135 260 162 374 

I. Intentions 152 5 13 13 10 4 14 10 54 

 Regulative aspiration 30 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Employment 22 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Mobility 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Cohesion 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Equality 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Human capital 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Productivity 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 Transformative aspiration 29 1 1 3 2 0 2 0 0 

  Empowerment 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Improve income 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Equity 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Inclusion 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Inequalities 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Innovation 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Participation 15 1 1 3 1 0 1 0 0 

  Prosperity 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Tolerant 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 

 100% Multiple literacy 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 Increase inclusion and participation, for... 70 0 0 0 1 3 0 3 22 

  Boys 21 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 

  Disadvantaged groups as a whole 19 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Kids with struggling parents 16 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Migrants, minorities, and bilinguals 11 0 0 0 0 2 0 3 22 

  Low SES 17 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Special needs 3 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 

 Raise awareness about literacy problems 25 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 

  Acknowledge the problem of low Literacy EU 22 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Acknowledge importance of literacy 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Stigma 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 

 Reduce the achievement gap 53 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 Literacy important for individuals 44 5 12 12 7 0 12 7 35 

  As consumer 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Health 9 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Higher Order Thinking 9 4 11 11 7 0 11 7 35 

  Identity 2 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 



101 

 

  Improve income 23 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Literacy basis for further education 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Outlook 11 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Personal development 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 

  Social life 13 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Further education 8 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 Literacy important for society 27 1 1 3 2 0 2 0 0 

  Cohesive, inclusive, tolerant 9 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 

  Economic growth 11 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Equality, equity, fair 6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Human capital 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Participation 16 1 1 3 1 0 1 0 0 

II. Content 234 141 123 44 84 122 246 154 352 

 A dyslexia diagnoses is not helpful 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 Anyone can become literate 6 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 

 Broad view of literacy 32 35 26 11 19 14 29 22 28 

  Explicit. Many dimensions 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  More than a skill 1 1 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 

  More than just decoding 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Multi-dimensional definition 10 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Related & enabling skills 21 34 25 9 19 14 29 22 28 

 Community 13 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 

 Digital 59 26 21 9 15 18 46 14 21 

  Access to digital tools 5 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 

  Quality of use 6 0 5 1 2 0 5 2 0 

  Motivate vs Digital 10 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Other 43 26 17 9 14 18 47 14 21 

  Teachers’ digital skills 9 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Importance digital literacy 11 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 Equal opportunities 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 Evidence-based 16 0 0 1 0 4 6 1 4 

  Data 0 0 0 1 0 4 3 1 4 

  Evidence 16 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 

 Libraries 15 2 4 0 25 0 19 7 11 

  Access to books 5 0 0 0 2 0 1 0 0 

  In-class libraries 6 0 0 0 1 0 3 0 4 

  Public libraries 7 0 3 0 4 0 1 1 0 

  School libraries 3 0 0 0 18 0 10 0 0 

  Unknown 0 2 1 0 24 0 19 7 7 

 Literacy in all subjects 22 9 5 3 5 0 12 2 37 

 Literacy legal right 3 0 0 0 0 8 0 0 0 

 Motivation 52 22 23 5 39 8 51 35 45 

  Gender vs Motivate 9 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Motivate vs Digital 10 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 



102 

 

  Motivate vs reading skills 7 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 

  Other 39 18 23 4 36 7 50 35 45 

  Parent vs Motivate 8 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Time for reading instruction and free reading 1 11 4 1 12 1 30 6 15 

 Family context 66 8 0 3 10 29 34 66 71 

  Empower, support parents 22 3 0 1 6 5 9 28 36 

  Family context is important 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Other 0 8 0 4 8 30 35 65 76 

  Parents role 24 3 0 0 3 1 5 10 16 

  Parents vs Digital 10 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Parent-school collaboration 0 0 0 1 0 5 6 5 34 

 Professional development 7 0 0 0 0 4 1 0 6 

  Professional development 7 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 

  Supporting staff 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 

 Support 39 33 26 7 28 74 60 29 100 

  Individualized support 17 16 7 4 19 48 32 17 47 

  Literacy specialists  6 0 0 0 0 3 3 2 6 

  Identify needs and diagnose 7 0 0 0 3 2 3 1 1 

  Early intervention   11 0 0 0 1 34 3 0 5 

  Non-literacy support 49 32 27 7 28 75 58 28 98 

  Other 6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Support disadvantaged groups 15 0 0 0 3 3 3 1 1 

 Wide range of available materials 27 75 82 19 50 8 108 65 132 

  All material is valid 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Material for all genders 12 3 3 1 2 1 9 3 0 

  Material for all reading levels 11 0 0 0 4 0 4 0 0 

  Visible material  2 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 4 

  Material of own choosing 5 0 0 0 8 0 10 0 3 

  Other 7 57 52 2 16 3 40 14 28 

 Writing 75 32 78 6 11 22 97 16 218 

III. Teaching & learning methods 51 42 41 15 54 31 100 54 80 

 Adapt teaching to learners need 4 7 5 3 11 7 9 6 10 

 Material of own choosing 6 1 2 0 6 0 8 6 6 

 Read aloud with, to the pupils 14 9 18 0 15 6 18 15 20 

 Reading for pleasure 4 0 2 0 6 0 10 11 6 

 Use mix of approaches and strategies 15 1 13 4 29 2 37 17 37 

 Digital methods 19 26 17 9 14 18 47 14 14 

  Create digitally 5 2 1 3 0 0 3 0 0 

  Integrate ICT, Digital tools 15 24 13 9 14 16 41 14 9 

  Read digital, online, electronic 1 17 13 4 3 3 23 3 13 

  Search digitally 2 1 2 1 1 0 3 1 0 

IV. Assessment 36 12 34 5 13 48 31 45 47 

 Alternative assessment 10 10 30 5 5 19 20 38 45 

  Digital assessment 2 1 0 0 0 20 0 3 6 
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  Non-stigmatizing assessment  19 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Peer assessment 3 0 8 0 1 0 0 0 0 

  Qualitative assessment 2 2 6 4 0 11 13 35 37 

 Assessment plan 4 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 

  Assessment disadvantage groups 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 5 

 Follow-up 11 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 1 

 Identify needs and diagnose 23 9 7 2 8 17 12 5 8 

  Early Identification 8 1 1 0 1 3 1 1 1 

  Other 16 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 

  Identify struggling readers 0 10 7 2 7 13 11 6 5 

  Identify struggling second language learners 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 5 

 Other 0 12 31 5 13 48 30 45 47 

 Standards, goals, scales to measure progress by 9 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 
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Appendix C: Measures of Distance 

from the Mean 
 

 
 

   Baltus Bimus Haltus Himus Maltus Mimus Oltus Omus 

 
 

mean std Distance from the mean 

All 165.0 104.6 -26.0 -51.0 -118.0 -76.0 -30.0 95.0 -3.0 209.0 

I. Intentions 15.4 16.0 -10.4 -2.4 -2.4 -5.4 -11.4 -1.4 -5.4 38.6 

 
Regulative aspiration 

0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

 
Transformative aspiration 

1.1 1.1 -0.1 -0.1 1.9 0.9 -1.1 0.9 -1.1 -1.1 

 
100% Multiple literacy 

0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

 
Increase participation, for... 

3.6 7.5 -3.6 -3.6 -3.6 -2.6 -0.6 -3.6 -0.6 18.4 

 
Raise awareness  

0.1 0.4 -0.1 -0.1 -0.1 -0.1 0.9 -0.1 -0.1 -0.1 

 
Reduce the achievement gap 

0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

 
Literacy important for individuals 

11.3 10.5 -6.3 0.8 0.8 -4.3 -11.3 0.8 -4.3 23.8 

 
Literacy important for society 

1.1 1.1 -0.1 -0.1 1.9 0.9 -1.1 0.9 -1.1 -1.1 

II. Content 158.3 97.6 -17.3 -35.3 -114.3 -74.3 -36.3 87.8 -4.3 193.8 

 
A dyslexia diagnosis is not helpful 

0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

 
Anyone can become literate 

0.3 0.5 -0.3 -0.3 -0.3 -0.3 0.8 0.8 -0.3 -0.3 

 
Broad view of literacy 

23.0 8.1 12.0 3.0 -12.0 -4.0 -9.0 6.0 -1.0 5.0 

 
Writing 

0.1 0.4 -0.1 -0.1 0.9 -0.1 -0.1 -0.1 -0.1 -0.1 

 
Community 

21.3 11.3 4.8 -0.3 -12.3 -6.3 -3.3 24.8 -7.3 -0.3 

 
Use of digital tools and materials 

0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

 
Equal opportunities 

2.0 2.3 -2.0 -2.0 -1.0 -2.0 2.0 4.0 -1.0 2.0 

 
evidence-based 

8.5 9.2 -6.5 -4.5 -8.5 16.5 -8.5 10.5 -1.5 2.5 

 
Libraries 

9.1 11.9 -0.1 -4.1 -6.1 -4.1 -9.1 2.9 -7.1 27.9 

 
Literacy in all subjects 

1.0 2.8 -1.0 -1.0 -1.0 -1.0 7.0 -1.0 -1.0 -1.0 

 
Literacy legal right 

28.5 16.8 -6.5 -5.5 -23.5 10.5 -20.5 22.5 6.5 16.5 

 
Motivation 

27.6 27.9 -19.6 -27.6 -24.6 -17.6 1.4 6.4 38.4 43.4 

 
Family context 

1.4 2.3 -1.4 -1.4 -1.4 -1.4 2.6 -0.4 -1.4 4.6 

 
Prof dev 

44.6 30.7 -11.6 -18.6 -37.6 -16.6 29.4 15.4 -15.6 55.4 

 
Support 

67.4 41.9 7.6 14.6 -48.4 -17.4 -59.4 40.6 -2.4 64.6 

 
Wide range of available materials 

60.0 71.9 -28.0 18.0 -54.0 -49.0 -38.0 37.0 -44.0 158.0 

III. Teaching & learning methods 52.1 27.1 -10.1 -11.1 -37.1 1.9 -21.1 47.9 1.9 27.9 

 
Adapt teaching to learners’ need 

7.3 2.7 -0.3 -2.3 -4.3 3.8 -0.3 1.8 -1.3 2.8 

 
Material of own choosing 

3.6 3.2 -2.6 -1.6 -3.6 2.4 -3.6 4.4 2.4 2.4 

 
Read aloud with, to the pupils 

12.6 7.0 -3.6 5.4 -12.6 2.4 -6.6 5.4 2.4 7.4 

 
Reading for pleasure 

4.4 4.5 -4.4 -2.4 -4.4 1.6 -4.4 5.6 6.6 1.6 

 
Use mix of approaches and strategies 

17.5 15.2 -16.5 -4.5 -13.5 11.5 -15.5 19.5 -0.5 19.5 

 
Digital methods 

19.9 12.0 6.1 -2.9 -10.9 -5.9 -1.9 27.1 -5.9 -5.9 

IV. Assessment 29.4 17.3 -17.4 4.6 -24.4 -16.4 18.6 1.6 15.6 17.6 

 
Alternative assessment 

21.5 15.0 -11.5 8.5 -16.5 -16.5 -2.5 -1.5 16.5 23.5 
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 Assessment plan, system of 

monitoring progress 

0.5 0.5 -0.5 -0.5 -0.5 -0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 

 
Assess disadvantaged groups 

0.8 1.8 -0.8 -0.8 -0.8 -0.8 0.3 -0.8 -0.8 4.3 

 
Follow-up 

0.6 0.5 0.4 -0.6 0.4 0.4 0.4 -0.6 -0.6 0.4 

 
Identify needs and diagnose 

8.5 4.5 0.5 -1.5 -6.5 -0.5 8.5 3.5 -3.5 -0.5 

 
Other 

28.9 17.2 -16.9 2.1 -23.9 -15.9 19.1 1.1 16.1 18.1 

 Standards, goals, scales to measure 

progress by 

0.9 0.4 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 -0.9 0.1 0.1 0.1 
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Appendix D: Data Used in Sampling 
 

 

Table  D.1 Summary of Observations, Means, Standard Deviation, and Range. 

 N 

Reading score Obs Valid Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

Nationally 2,180 1,455 49.6 3.22 39 64 

The Four 614 445 50.1 3.56 40 59 

Note. The Four = Buskerud, Hordaland, Møre og Romsdal, and Oslo. Data from the National Tests of 

Reading, 5th grade, 2017-2018 (Udir, 2019) 

 

 

Table D.2 The frequency of schools by reading outcome and county. 

  School reading outcome   

County   Lowa Average Highb  Total 

Buskerud 
n 11 67 5  83 

% 13.3% 80.7% 6.0%  100% 

Hordaland 

n 35 122 6  163 

% 21.5% 74.9% 3.7%  100% 

Møre og Romsdal 

n 17 72 2  91 

% 18.7% 79.1% 2.2%  100% 

Oslo 

n 9 62 37  108 

% 8.3% 57.4% 34.3%  100% 

Total 

n 72 323 50  445 

% 16.2% 72.6% 11.2%  100% 
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Note. The whole dataset (n = 445) was used to calculate the percentiles. Data from National Tests of Reading, 

5th grade, 2017-2018 (Udir, 2019).  

a Low performing: Below or at 10th percentile. Scores at or below the value which 10% of the scores is found. 

b High performing: At or above 90th percentile.  
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Appendix E: Transformation of 

variables 
 

The five-point category: XS, S, M, L, XL 

Nation-wide data was used to define five categories: extra-small/far below average, 

small/below average, medium/average, large/above average, x-large/far above average. Extra-

small represents the outliers. Moreover, the values at or below the 5th percentile. Similarly, 

extra-large represents the values above the 95th percentile, i.e. the top 5%. Values categorized 

as average are those that falls between the 25th and 75th percentile. It is expected that most of 

the values will be average, since it covers the middle 50%. In contrast, values categorized as 

small or large is expected to be rarer since it covers only 20% of the values (Table E.4). 

These percentiles were chosen because they can tell the reader what is “normal”, what is 

low/high, and what is extremely low/high values.  

Table E.1 Transformation of variables: The 5-point category. 

New values  Quantile range 

Name Label  From To 

XS Extra-Small/Far below average  1 5 

S Small/Below average  6 25 

M Medium/Average  26 75 

L Large/Above average  76 95 

XL Extra-Large/Far above average  96 100 

 

 

School size 
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Table E.2 Transformation of school size from numeric to categoric 

New values  Quantile range  Size range 

Name Label  From To  From To 

XS Extra-Small/Far below average  1 5  0 19 

S Small/Below average  6 25  20 80 

M Medium/Average  26 75  81 331 

L Large/Above average  76 95  332 525 

XL Extra-Large/Far above average  96 100  526 947 

Note. Data from Skoleporten, Number of pupils at primary and secondary schools, 2017-2018 (Udir, 2019) 

 

Learning environment 

For each topic there where one or more questions. Respondents indicated their agreement to 

the question on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree/very unsatisfied/never, 3 = 

neutral/sometimes, and 5 = strongly agree/very satisfied/always). Nationally, ‘wellbeing’ had 

the widest range (min = 2.6, max = 5). 

The ten variables related to learning environment was merged into one variable.  

𝐴𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑔𝑒 𝐿𝑒𝑎𝑟𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝐸𝑛𝑣𝑜𝑟𝑛𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑆𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒 =  
∑ 𝑣1 − 𝑣10

10
 

Afterwards, the learning environment variable was transformed into a categorical variable 

using nation-wide data (Table E.3). Each of the eight school was recoded with new values (far 

below/below/average/above/far above) based on their learning environment score. There 

where no available data for the school year 2017-18 for Himus and Mimus, therefor data for 

2018-19 was used instead.  

 

Table E.3 Transformation of learning environment into categorical variable. 

New values  Quantile range  Score range 

Name Label  From To  From To 
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 Far below average  1 5  3.14 3.8 

 Below average  6 25  3.9 4 

 Average  26 75  4.1 4.25 

 Above average  76 95  4.26 4.42 

 Far above average  96 100  4.43 4.78 

Note. Data from the National Student Survey, Learning environment, 7th grade, 2017-2018 (Udir, 2019). 

 

Municipal population 

For example, the municipal of Oslo (also a county), has a population of 681,071 inhabitants, 

thus it is classified as an extra-large municipal.  

 

Table E.4 Transforming ‘municipal size’ into categorical variable. 

New values  Quantile range  Size range 

Name Label  From To  From To 

XS Extra-Small/Far below average  1 5  196 939.1 

S Small/Below average  6 25  939.2 2210 

M Medium/Average  26 75  2,211 13,107.7 

L Large/Above average  76 95  13,107.7 108,899.4 

XL Extra-Large/Far above average  96 100  108,899.5 681,07 

Note. Municipal population, whole country, 1st quarter January 2019  (SSB, 2019). 

 

 

 

Teacher density  

The numeric values on teacher density was transform into false/true, indicating whether or not 

the school met the new requirements. 
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Appendix F: Themes by Ideologies 
 
 

Table  F.1 Recoded Themes and Sub-themes by Ideologies. 

Curriculum 

ideology 
Intention Content 

Teaching & 

learning 

method 

Assessment 

Academic 
Goal - Multiple 

literacy 

Critical thinking, 

reflection 

Digital - Quality of use 

Literacy in all subjects 

Adapt teaching 

to learners 

need 

Use mix of 

approaches and 

strategies 

 

Humanistic 

Why literacy is 

important For 

individuals 

A dyslexia diagnoses is 

not helpful 

Anyone can become 

literate 

Communication 

Non-literacy support 

Motivation 

In class library 

 

 

 

Material of 

own choosing 

Reading for 

pleasure 

Read aloud 

qulitative 

Nonstigmatizing 

Assesment of 

Struggling Literacy 

Social 

Reconstruction 

Transformative 

aspiration 

Increase inclusion 

and participation 

Digital vs Povert - 

Access 

Empower, support 

parents 

Community 

Library access 

Wide-range of available 

materials 

Literacy legal right 

 

Assessment vs 

Disadvantage groups 

Peer assessment 

Systemic 
Reduce the 

achievement gap 

age-specific activities, 

metoder, verktøy 

Equal oppertunites - 

Disadvantaged vs 

whatever-despite 

background 

evidence-based 

 

 

 

 

 

Integrate ICT 

Assessment plan, 

system of monitoring 

progress 

Digital assessments 

Standards, goals, 

scales to measure 

progress by 

 

 
 

Table  F.2 Report and plans by ideologies. 

 Academic Humanistic 
Social 

Reconstruction 
Systemic Total themes 

EU 
6 11 10 8 34 

17% 31% 29% 23% 100% 

Baltus 
3 5 3 5 15 

19% 31% 19% 31% 100% 

Bimus 
5 6 3 3 16 

29% 35% 18% 18% 100% 
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Haltus 
5 3 4 3 14 

33% 20% 27% 20% 100% 

Himus 
5 6 6 3 19 

25% 30% 30% 15% 100% 

Maltus 
3 4 5 4 15 

19% 25% 31% 25% 100% 

Mimus 
5 9 4 5 22 

22% 39% 17% 22% 100% 

Oltus 
4 6 3 6 18 

21% 32% 16% 32% 100% 

Omus 
4 8 4 6 21 

18% 36% 18% 27% 100% 

Note. 

 


