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Abstract 
This study is part of a Scandinavian research project, Nordfag.net, that investigates Scandinavian mother 
tongue teachers’ didactic profiles and conceptions of the mother tongue education (MTE) subject 
through an ethnographic approach. The purpose of the present study is to discuss the aims of the teach-
ing of writing in MTE in the light of contending MTE paradigms and discourses of education tied to the 
concepts of Bildung and literacy. 26 teachers’ diaries and interviews are examined through two analyti-
cal approaches. The first approach is a phenomenological investigation of the teachers’ descriptions of 
their practice and their pedagogical goals, locating different teacher profiles in the material. The second 
approach is a discourse analysis of the teacher profiles, aiming at connecting these with larger discoursal 
and paradigmatic notions of the teaching of writing in MTE.  
Three fairly distinct teacher profiles are found, viewing writing in MTE as respectively a strategic, a ritual 
and a communicative endeavour. Through the discourse analysis the notions of writing as well as the 
positioning of teachers and students in the profiles are foregrounded, and the different discourses are 
discussed as possible answers to the contemporary educational challenges of MTE.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The study presented in this article is part of a larger research project, Nordfag.net, 
investigating Scandinavian mother tongue teachers’ teaching experiences and con-
ceptions of the mother tongue education (MTE) subject

1
 in the light of the rapid 

contemporary changes in the Nordic educational systems. The overriding research 
questions of the Nordfag project were to what extent a Nordic model for the teach-
ing of MTE still exists, and how the teachers construe their professional identities in 
a time of change. Inspired by early IMEN methodology and research (Delnoy et al., 
1988) the Nordfag.net

2
researchers in 2007 generated teacher diaries and follow up 

interviews with 26 Danish, Norwegian and Swedish secondary and upper secondary 
teachers. Based on a range of studies of this data, all containing comparative as-
pects, a general conclusion is that Scandinavian teachers appear to be facing rela-
tively identical challenges in their MTE classrooms and that the different patterns 
of didactic and professional reflection found in the data are also cross national (Elf 
& Kaspersen, 2012). These patterns may cover a wider ground than Scandinavia, 
but obviously this cannot be substantiated by the Nordfag data. The changes met 
by the Scandinavian MTE teachers originate in the development of modern 
knowledge economies and the consequent political focus on education as a con-
tributor to the economy and to countries’ competitiveness. An important aspect of 
this is the global benchmarking of educational outputs and the political focus on 
testing, common standards for teaching and learning, measurable knowledge and 
accountability (Kaspersen, 2012). 

As indicated in the title of this paper, from the point of view of MTE a key force 
of change is tied to the general educational focus on literacy. Literacy has gained 
increasing significance in educational policies across the world. The term has be-
come a metaphor for contemporary educational thinking about practices of mean-
ing making (Kress, 2012) and may even be seen as the new metaphor for education 
(Penne, 2012). In current literature, literacy has been described as a meta dimen-
sion, a literacy competence (Rychen & Salganik, 2000) covering a capacity to reflect 
and act on the textual worlds of the knowledge society. There are, however, con-
flicting applications of the metaphor. Whereas the educational policies of the OECD 

                                                                 
1
 As found in Herrlitz & Van de Ven (2007), mother tongue education is an essentially con-

tested concept. There is, however, at present no very good alternative concept covering the 
school subject Danish in Denmark, Norwegian in Norway, Swedish in Sweden. As terms like 
L1, standard language, home language are not known and used in the Scandinavian lan-
guages, in the Nordfag project we decided to stick to the traditional term.  
2
 Nordfag brought together nine Norwegian, Swedish and Danish MTE researchers, aiming at 

exploring the educational culture of the Scandinavian countries as it presents itself in the 
presumably most culturally sensitive school subject, MTE. Analyses and findings are reported 
in Elf & Kaspersen (2012). 
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reflect the interest in developing the human capital of the member states, the edu-
cational policies of agents like the Council of Europe and Unesco are moved by in-
terests in developing equal opportunities of language development and education 
at European and global levels (UNESCO, 2004; OECD, 2005; Council of Europe, 
2009). These different approaches to literacy and education play an important role 
in the history of Scandinavian educational policies. There is no doubt that especially 
the PISA studies have contributed to a change in the ways educational cultures and 
educational qualities are evaluated in the Scandinavian countries. Today there is 
much controversy about the educational goals of equality through education and 
student centred pedagogy which were formerly the pride of the Scandinavian wel-
fare states (Krogh, 2012b).  

To current MTE subjects, literacy represents a core obligation, but also a chal-
lenge. Untranslatable in the Scandinavian languages, literacy represents the double 
MTE obligation to teach ‘textual competence’ as well as ‘writing competence’, two 
translations carrying somewhat different connotations. While writing competence 
addresses the use of writing as a semiotic resource, textual competence addresses 
the use of texts in cultural contexts, embracing both their production and recep-
tion. Literacy, carrying both connotations, is based on linguistic and communicative 
experience and learning as well as knowledge of language, writing and texts. This 
double conception of literacy foregrounds an integrative notion of the MTE subject 
which is at the core of Scandinavian teachers’ visions of the subject (Elf & Kasper-
sen, 2012).  

The MTE subject, however, is under some pressure from the more functional 
approaches to literacy appearing in the educational policies of literacy and lan-
guage across the curriculum. In the Scandinavian context, these policies have con-
tributed to reducing the previously prominent position of literature in the MTE sub-
jects. Also, as writing and the teaching of writing are no longer the special obliga-
tion of mother tongue subjects, but the business of all subjects, this has given rise 
to questions as to the role of the MTE subject in the teaching of writing as well as 
to the didactic meaning of writing in the subject. What is at stake is not just the 
MTE subject’s losing its position, but more far reaching educational values and 
aims. Inherent in the double conception of literacy and in the underlying view of 
MTE as an integral subject is the idea of Bildung as well as a notion of teachers’ 
professional authority and autonomy. These ideas are deeply rooted in North 
Western European educational history.  

As the overriding obligation of education and teaching, Bildung is fundamental 
to the Northwestern European educational tradition, namely the ‘Didaktik’ tradi-
tion. Bildung is just as untranslatable to English as literacy is to non-English lan-
guages, but by way of explaining the term, Westbury (2000) says:  

Bildung is a noun meaning something like “being educated, educatedness”. It also car-
ries the connotations of the word bilden, “to form, to shape”. Bildung is thus best 
translated as “formation”, implying both the forming of the personality into a unity as 
well as the product of this formation and the particular “formedness” that is repre-
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sented by the person. The “formation” in the idea of “spiritual formation” perfectly 
captures the German sense. 

The understanding and meaning of the term has been subject to historical trans-
formations, as well as scholarly controversy. Bildung is still a key notion in pream-
bles of upper secondary curricula and syllabi in Denmark and Norway, but the Did-
aktik tradition is obviously under pressure from current educational policies build-
ing on global comparison and competition, and in recent years, much more empha-
sis has been given to the notion of ‘competence’. As reported in another study of 
the Nordfag data, when asked directly, the teacher respondents express a variety 
of views on the meaning and importance of Bildung as an educational idea relevant 
to current MTE (Aase & Hägerfelth, 2012). Strong ideas of Bildung aims do, howev-
er, emerge in some diaries and interviews. These are bound up with a belief in the 
importance of citizenship, democracy and associated cultural and social values. 
Writing skills are viewed as integral to an understanding of language as a vehicle 
for both thinking and power, for participating in and contributing to one’s commu-
nity, and as crucially connected with the personal development of students and 
their capacity to listen to others and take an interest in their perspectives. 

The present study investigates the notions of writing and the teaching of writing 
in the Nordfag diaries and interviews. The purpose of the study is to discuss the 
aims of writing in the Scandinavian MTE subjects in view of contending paradigms 
of MTE and discourses of education tied to the notions of literacy and Bildung. The 
research question is: what is the task of writing in MTE from the perspective of 
MTE teachers in three Scandinavian countries, in what might be termed the literacy 
era? 

In the Nordfag project, we did not request the participating teachers to give 
special attention to the teaching of writing in the diaries they produced or the in-
terviews that we conducted with them. The teaching of writing did, however, 
emerge as a strong theme, reflecting the increasing focus on literacy in education 
and educational development. The general focus on literacy, attributing responsi-
bility for the teaching of writing to teachers in all subjects, certainly leaves an open 
question about the specific contribution by MTE to the teaching of writing, espe-
cially at the secondary and upper secondary levels where writing is integrated with 
subject matter teaching and learning. Should the teaching of writing in MTE con-
centrate on supporting the training of specialized language in content disciplines, 
or should writing in MTE contribute to students’ writing development in different 
ways? The Nordfag data suggests that in the Scandinavian context these questions 
are highly relevant, and that they involve reflections on the nexus of language and 
literature in MTE as well as on educational aims of literacy and Bildung.  

In the succeeding section, I bring together a range of theoretical MTE studies 
elucidating and contextualizing the issues of writing, literacy and Bildung. The two 
main themes of this research are roles and positioning of teachers and the didactic 
rationale of the joint construction of literature and language, text and writing in 
MTE. 
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2. DISCIPLINARY DIDACTIC PARADIGMS AND DISCOURSES 

In their 2006 analysis of paradigms in European MTE Sawyer and Van de Ven ask: 
“Who actually owns mother tongue education?” Drawing on Kuhn’s theory of sci-
entific paradigms, the authors conceptualize the field in terms of four paradigms 
that have dominated certain historical periods, but all of which still feature in MTE. 
They conclude that paradigms variously reflect the interests of political groupings, 
as well as communities of academics and teachers. 

 The 19th century academic paradigm was promoted by teachers whose aca-
demic education reflected a philological approach to language and literature. This 
paradigm is constituted by the combination of a national literary canon and gram-
mar. The teacher is a disciplinary expert. Writing is skills oriented with a focus on 
normative grammar and linguistic standards.  

The child centered developmental paradigm of the early 20th century was pro-
moted by supporters of educational reform and researchers engaged in language 
research. They emphasized that education should stimulate the language develop-
ment of the individual child. In this paradigm the teacher is an expert in pedagogy. 
The teaching of writing should enable children to express themselves individually 
on matters that are of significance to them. Rather than a standard against which 
their efforts to express themselves might be judged, literature provides a resource 
on which they can draw in order to communicate their thoughts and feelings in 
writing.  

In the 1960s and 1970s a communicative paradigm was promoted, representing 
a social turn in MTE and supported by the general critical and emancipatory 
movement in teacher education and in schools. The disciplinary focus is on func-
tional communication in real life situations and on critical reflection on texts and 
language. Reading as well as writing includes a broad range of texts. The teacher’s 
approach is dialogic, promoting students’ own language and experience. There is 
also an aspect of meritocratic thinking in this paradigm, however, as efficient 
communication and the raising of school standards are promoted to meet the need 
of well educated citizens in increasingly complex societies.  

In the 1980s a utilitarian paradigm gained dominance, stressing the meritocrat-
ic aspect of the communicative paradigm. This paradigm is embedded in a tech-
nical-rational knowledge regime, and is promoted by institutions interested in psy-
chometric studies of learning and in developing national tests. Language education 
and the teaching of writing are framed within a narrow notion of communication 
and aimed at developing competencies relevant to modern knowledge economies. 
The teacher is viewed as the manager of a societal rationality.  

A main point in Sawyer’s and Van de Ven’s study is that MTE is polyparadigmat-
ic. The four paradigms are not just historical phenomena, but can be found in a 
variety of forms in current curricula and educational practices. Their study can be 
related to the growing importation of Anglo-American educational ideas and poli-
cies into Northwestern Europe over the past few decades, which again must be 
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understood as part of the adaptation of educational policies to the global competi-
tion of the ‘new knowledge economies’. It seems fair to say that the ‘Didaktik’ tra-
dition of Northwestern Europe, including the Nordic counties, has a different histo-
ry and a different ideology of education than the Anglo American curriculum tradi-
tion. One main difference concerns the role and positioning of teachers. As shown 
by Westbury (2000), in the Didaktik tradition the teacher has been seen as an au-
tonomous agent. Even though he or she works within an environment defined by 
state regulated curricula, there is room for reflecting on how that curriculum 
should be implemented, and how students might connect with the culture and 
knowledge embodied in the idea of Bildung. In the Anglo American curriculum tra-
dition, on the other hand, the teacher is to a much larger extent seen as an em-
ployee who is expected to implement curriculum programs developed by academic 
experts and bought and adapted by local authorities. In recent years, clearly new 
political attitudes to schools and teachers are setting the agenda in the Scandinavi-
an countries, in response to PISA results and other global comparisons, which are in 
line with the latter approach to curriculum and pedagogy. Nordic teachers current-
ly have to position themselves within these contradictory discourses of education.  

In my own previous research in the upper secondary subject Danish I pursued 
historical tracks documenting developments parallel to those described by Sawyer 
and Van de Ven (Krogh, 2003, for a similar account see also Scholes, 1998). In the 
Danish case, the academic upper secondary subject was assigned the role as the 
major nation building Bildung subject in the beginning of the 20

th
 century. This sta-

tus was lost when other paradigms gained strength during the last decades of the 
century, and yet another loss of status took place with the increasing educational 
focus on literacy across the curriculum in the first decade of the 21

st
 century when 

Danish lost its position as the subject with major responsibility for the teaching of 
writing. Concerning the loss of position as the major writing subject, the pressure 
for justification deriving from this has currently led to highly formalized assignment 
genres and a narrowing of the spectrum of writing tasks at the cost of especially 
expressive and reflective writing. In my analysis, this development challenges the 
Bildung potential of writing in Danish.  

Following Scholes (1998), I locate the disciplinary didactic potential of MTE 
(which is Danish in my case) in the integration of text consumption and text pro-
duction. According to my analysis, the didactic focus of Danish as a school subject 
lies in its understanding of perspective as a disciplinary approach to both the con-
sumption and production of texts. In MTE, students must learn that interpreting 
texts as well as writing texts always imply taking a perspective, and that this is an 
essential disciplinary requirement of any hermeneutic activity and a core aspect of 
MTE as a humanistic endeavour. Thus, the teaching of writing should offer oppor-
tunities for students to experience and reflect on the fact that writers always posi-
tion themselves in relation to what they write about, and in relation to the dis-
course in which they are working, and that positioning and the construction of 
‘voice’ in texts can be learned, just like genre and content knowledge.  
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Other Nordic MTE researchers also highlight the joint construction of language 
and literature and the integration of content and productive forms of practice 
when discussing the didactic obligations of MTE (cf. Penne, 2001, 2010; Smidt, 
2004; Høegh, 2009; Elf, 2008; Aase, 2005). With reference to Sawyer and Van de 
Ven, this didactic approach to MTE obviously presupposes both an academic edu-
cation that underpins the self knowledge and autonomy of teachers and a concern 
for students’ learning and personal development based on pedagogic and didactic 
knowledge. The utilitarian paradigm, which hands over the ‘ownership’ to test in-
stitutions and politicians who are narrowly focused on test results, is not an inte-
gral part of this disciplinary didactic approach. On the contrary, the MTE research 
can be seen as critically responding (cf. Ongstad, 2004) to the instrumental trends 
of the utilitarian paradigm and to the limitations imposed on the disciplinary and 
didactic teacher autonomy inherent in the importation of ideas from the Anglo-
American curriculum tradition. An essential theme in the research on which I am 
drawing is the capacity of MTE to address students’ needs for both Bildung and 
literacy competencies. A characteristic feature is that writing competence and tex-
tual competence, text production and text consumption, reading, writing and dia-
logue are viewed as integrated aspects of MTE. In this literature the teaching of 
writing appears as a coherent and integrated disciplinary didactic project.  

The paradigm analysis of Sawyer and Van de Ven as well as the Scandinavian re-
search in mother tongue didactics provide theoretical categories and historical per-
spectives for current Scandinavian mother tongue education. They don’t, however, 
tell us how MTE teachers experience and reflect on their teaching, on students, on 
their own professional identities, and on the mother tongue subject. In the present 
study, this insight is provided by the empirical data. Thus, these theories can be 
viewed as backdrop hypotheses for the empirical investigation. They will be ad-
dressed in the discourse analysis and the final discussion. 

3. DATA AND METHODS OF THE EMPIRICAL INVESTIGATION 

The Nordfag project is a qualitative, cross cultural comparative study, applying an 
ethnomethodological approach (Bryman, 2008). The project involves three Danish, 
three Norwegian and three Swedish researchers. The research design was inspired 
by the “Portraits of mother tongue education” concept, developed by IMEN in the 
late eighties (Herrlitz & Van de Ven, 2007). 9 Danish, 9 Norwegian and 8 Swedish 
teachers, teaching the last year of secondary or the first year of upper secondary 
classes, were invited to participate in the project. When inviting respondents, the 
national research groups aimed at variation in ages, gender and educational pro-
grams, but as the number of respondents were restricted, it was not possible to 
maintain systematic cross national principles for selection. The respondents were 
asked to keep a diary of six lessons in the period October-December 2007, accord-
ing to a common guide which asked for approximately one page for each lesson, 
structured according to the basic didactic questions, WHAT, HOW, and WHY: The 
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respondents were asked to state the subject matter and the program for the les-
sons, to describe what actually happened, and to give the reasons for their selec-
tion of content and lesson program. Subsequently, semi structured interviews of 
approximately one hour were conducted, taking their points of departure in the 
diaries. The interview guide focused on the context of the diary, school and student 
cultures, respondents’ professional history and identity, and their visions and re-
flections on the MTE subject. The interviews were transcribed by the researchers, 
and all data was shared on a common electronic platform. 

 The present study is based on all the Nordfag data: diaries from six lessons and 
follow up interviews with 26 teachers of Danish, Norwegian and Swedish. 23 diaries 
report lessons in the first year of upper secondary school ( ages 16), and 3 diaries 
report lessons from the last year of secondary school (ages 15). The 26 diaries give 
access to a richly contextualized insight into the disciplinary and disciplinary di-
dactic priorities of MTE teachers, as well as into how they understand the signifi-
cance of an episode in their teaching when a spotlight is cast on it and they are 
invited to report and comment on what occurred. Furthermore they provide insight 
into the disciplinary didactic and writing didactic discourses with which these Nor-
dic MTE teachers identify, and which appear as general patterns in the material.  

Governed by my research interest in these teachers’ notions and visions of writ-
ing in MTE, I initially conducted a systematic recording of the writing activities men-
tioned in the diaries, supplemented by the parts of the interviews in which the 
teachers commented on these. I have not included writing activities which are not 
explicitly mentioned but that obviously took place, as for instance when it is stated 
that students worked in groups and subsequently presented their results to the 
class. Though it seems likely that students would have taken notes during group 
work, I have omitted this type of activity in my recording because my focus is on 
the writing activities mentioned explicitly by the teacher respondents to which they 
obviously ascribed significance.  

I shall regard this data as a case, allowing deeper understanding of the circum-
stances of Scandinavian MTE teaching. The case can be regarded as critical (Bry-
man, 2008; Flyvbjerg, 2010), offering a participant insight into the problematics 
addressed in the theoretical studies. The case is critical mainly due to its complexity 
and heterogeneity, but also because writing and written work was not a focused 
theme in the interview guide. When the respondents chose to talk about writing in 
the interviews, accordingly, this can be viewed as a sign of something to which they 
give priority. If overall patterns can be observed in this case, it may reasonably be 
expected that teachers of Danish, Norwegian and Swedish will recognize these pat-
terns and identify them as Scandinavian MTE practices and didactic approaches. 

4. ANALYTICAL CATEGORIES AND HEURISTICS  

The case was analyzed through two approaches. At first, I conducted a phenome-
nologically inspired (Bryman, 2008; Jacobsen et al., 2010) analysis of the writing 
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didactic profiles of the teachers as they can be construed from their priorities in the 
diaries and their expression of didactic intentions in diaries and interviews. Subse-
quently, through a discourse analytic approach (Foucault, 1969; Gee, 2005; Ivanič, 
2004), I identified the writing didactic and disciplinary didactic discourses in the 
case. While the first analysis directs the eye towards the teacher respondents as 
acting and reflecting persons, the second analysis is governed by the interest in 
overall discoursal patterns which can be detected in utterances, but are not tied to 
individual respondents.  

The phenomenologically inspired analysis of the writing didactic profiles rests 
on two studies. Firstly, I recorded the assignment genres and writing acts (Evensen, 
2010; Krogh, 2010) mentioned in the diaries, in order to identify the writing func-
tions and purposes teachers can be assumed to aim at. Secondly, I examined each 
set of diary and interview in order to locate the didactic intentions expressed in 
connection with the writing activities; also I was interested in the ways writing was 
positioned, that is whether writing was described as separate activities or integrat-
ed with text work and other disciplinary activities. The purpose of this second study 
was to identify the Bildung aims of the teacher respondents. Building on the re-
search presented above, I assumed that a distinction would be found between 
teachers who integrated writing with other activities and those who practised writ-
ing as a separate activity, and that this distinction would frame differences as to 
the balance between literacy and Bildung aims.  

The categorization of writing functions and purposes drew on the ”Wheel of 
writing”

 3
, a model developed by the Norwegian researchers who are responsible 

for the national assessment of writing proficiency (Thygesen et al., 2007; Evensen, 
2010). The model illustrates relations between writing acts and purposes or func-
tions of writing.  

In the model six basic writing acts and related purposes of writing are identified:  

 To keep in contact (Cooperation) 

 To ponder (Identity formation) 

 To describe (Knowledge organization) 

 To explore (Knowledge development) 

 To imagine (Creation of textual worlds) 

 To convince (Persuasion). 
In the analysis of teaching profiles the assignment genres and writing acts recorded 
in the diaries are connected with these six basic writing functions. Writing is a 
complex activity, and writing acts can be governed by different purposes. In many 
cases I had to interpret the purpose on the basis of the context of the writing act or 
the assignment.  

                                                                 
3
 

Http://www.skrivesenteret.no/files/article/4821/WritingWheel_Static_(rev_03_2012)_2.pdf. 
Accessed 070712. 

http://www.skrivesenteret.no/files/article/4821/WritingWheel_Static_(rev_03_2012)_2.pdf
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The wheel of writing provides general analytical categories of the functions of 
writing, but it does not take into account the specific conditions of writing within 
the domain of schooling. In his analysis of the traditional school essay in the MTE 
subject Norwegian, Berge (1988) provides categories for the analysis of school writ-
ing which in this study were helpful in the analysis of teachers’ didactic intentions. 
Actualizing a Habermasian inspired sociological framework, Berge develops a dis-
tinction between ‘strategic’, ‘ritual’ and ‘communicative’ purposes of MTE essay 
writing. Writing essays at school is basically governed by strategic purposes such as 
getting a good mark and passing the exam. The reason for writing lies in the func-
tion or external goal, whereas less importance is attached to content and form. As 
a strategic act the school essay further has a ritual purpose, training to become an 
adult and writing like an adult. In this case the reason for writing lies in participat-
ing, and the activity as such is viewed as training or as playing a game, i.e. as focus-
ing on the form rather than on content or function. Eventually the school essay 
mimes communicative acts out of school. Communicative acts have the content 
and the message in focus, construing meaning through communication, even 
though the addressee may be the writer him/herself. Content and message, how-
ever, cannot be isolated from form and function in writing, so writing for communi-
cative purposes tends to activate questions of relevant form as well as the function 
of writing. According to Berge, these purposes are all inherent in MTE school writ-
ing, as school is a place for assessment and training, but also for communication of 
genuine messages. Each of the purposes, however, may be stressed more or less in 
the teaching of MTE writing. 

Analyzing the teacher utterances about writing I sought to detect which pur-
poses appeared to be predominant. Simultaneously, the analysis would shed light 
on the positioning of writing as separated from or integrated with text analysis and 
other disciplinary activities. When the purpose was communicative, writing tended 
to be integrated with textual work and class dialogue.  

According to the teacher diaries students are brought to express themselves in 
a broad spectrum of writing assignments and writing activities. Based on the above, 
three writing didactic teacher profiles

4
 were identified: 

 Strategically and ritually motivated writing with a relatively narrow writing 
competence profile  

 Ritually motivated writing with a somewhat broader writing competence pro-
file 

 Communicatively motivated writing with a broad writing competence profile. 

                                                                 
4
 In the two cases of BJØRG and ØYSTEIN diaries were categorized as belonging to two pro-

files. One diary/interview can’t be categorized as writing is not mentioned at all. 
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5. WRITING DIDACTIC PROFILES 

5.1 Strategically and ritually motivated writing  

In these diaries two writing acts are predominant, ‘keeping lesson notes’ and ’an-
swering teacher questions’, but examples of other activities are found too. Writing 
is primarily used as support for text studies, and written activities do not take up 
much time. When written assignments are mentioned, they appear to be separated 
from other teaching activities. Writing is mainly viewed as support for cognitive 
operations, and the predominant writing function is knowledge organization. The 
didactic intentions with writing as they are expressed in diaries and in interviews, 
are strategic and ritual. Students’ writing is not viewed as processes of thinking, but 
as a means to achieve overall aims such as exam results or general education or 
simply as training.  

Five diaries have been categorized under this profile. In ILSE’s diary the only 
writing activity mentioned is teacher directed notes on blackboard. The aim of 
these is strategic:  

Yes, I am very much a blackboard teacher; I certainly use computer labs and that kind 
of things, but my experiences with exams are so good when they have got good lesson 
notes. 

HEGE also emphasizes note taking. In the description of a lesson in which she pre-
sents a power point presentation about the ‘new realism’ she writes: It is important 
that students take notes.  

JESSICA enters in her diary: 

Now was time for language history and I gave a survey with a time line on the white 
board. Began 4 mill. BC with the upright walking man and got as far as 1526 and the 
Bible of Gustav Vasa when it became obvious that the students hardly had the strength 
to write more notes.  

5.2 Ritually motivated writing 

In these diaries writing has a central function, as support for other disciplinary ac-
tivities and as independent assignments, but primarily as training in linguistic and 
organizational skills. The expressed didactic intentions of the written work are pre-
dominantly ritual. Activities are generally motivated with training aims rather than 
exam scores. The content is most often selected in order to support the exercises, 
not the reverse, and thus may appear relatively arbitrary. Competency aims are 
stressed significantly rather than overriding Bildung aims. When Bildung aims of 
writing are thematized, in these diaries and interviews they are associated with 
participation and ideals of democratic citizenship, ideals of social activity in which 
subject content is irrelevant. Communicative intentions appear undermined by the 
strategic intentions of exercising and by the artificial or simulated nature of the 
activities.  
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Eleven diaries and interviews have been categorized under this profile. HELLE 
reports about a mandatory whole day basic course of writing. She has decided to 
introduce her class to the ‘Discussing article’ assignment genre, one out of several 
new exam genres introduced in one Danish upper secondary program in 2005, re-
quiring students to account for the viewpoints in one or two texts, discuss these 
and reflect on their wider importance. In the lessons the students go through prep-
aration for writing such an assignment. In the previous lesson they have learned 
about argumentation and the rhetorical strategies, and in their textbook they have 
read about two acts of writing, ‘to give an account’ and ‘to discuss’. In the reported 
lesson the class try out quick writing and a ‘share-and-steal’-session, and the stu-
dents work with ideas for introductions and conclusions. HELLE’s didactic intentions 
with the lesson are tightly connected with her strong criticism of this specific exam 
genre:  

The reason is self-evident: This genre is awfully difficult to identify for the students as 
all the exam genres of the reform appear both next to artificial and quite strained – 
and this one most of all (to teachers as well). But we TRY to rely on the definition of 
the genre in the instructions from the Ministry and to take these as the point of depar-
ture of our narrowing down of the genre.  

This criticism is further elaborated in the interview, this time from a disciplinary 
viewpoint:  

Yes, and sometimes it says [in the exam assignments, EK] that students are to “ana-
lyze” in a “Discussing article”, this would never be done, really,”investigating” is what 
would be done, this is a reflective genre.  

On these grounds she finds it necessary to train students in the exam genres from 
the beginning of their upper secondary education. The immediate expectation 
would be that HELLE would exert a strong strategic emphasis on students’ learning 
to meet the exam demands, but her anger and frustration about the exam genre 
makes her focus more on the training aspect, almost as a common task:  

The goal of my taking up this difficult genre as early as now is that the students get ac-
customed to the genre from now on so that they get training both in journalistic dis-
course and in hitting the genre.  

 HELEN brings up a theme which is also touched upon by ØYSTEIN and other re-
spondent teachers, namely that a special didactics is needed when teaching voca-
tional classes:  

Once I was told that a typical thing for vocational school teaching, I believe it was a 
teacher from htx (higher technical exam) who said this at an in service course, that if 
for instance you were to teach them about impressionism, in stx (the Gymnasium, fo-
cusing general subjects) you would give a theoretical presentation on impressionism, 
while in htx you would pick a text and ask them to describe, i.e. create one themselves: 
write an impressionistic text. This is about use and application, typical of the teaching 
of vocational students, I expect.  
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The case data contradicts HELEN’s statement as this kind of creative forms of learn-
ing is also reported by teachers who do not teach vocational classes – indeed, 
KARSTEN, who teaches in the general upper secondary programs, reports good 
experiences with having students write precisely impressionistic texts. None the 
less HELEN’s lessons have a recurring practically oriented profile which – supported 
by ØYSTEIN – may be characterized as typical in vocational classes.  

HELEN reports a course on easy and difficult language, starting with having stu-
dents study the language of geometry problems through solving different problems 
and comparing them. The whole course ends in an assignment in which the stu-
dents investigate and afterwards re-write a recipe so that a child will be able to 
make the dish. In another course on short stories students learn about narrators 
and viewpoints through writing stories from the viewpoints of the different charac-
ters in a comic strip. In the interview HELEN justifies this teaching approach by her 
strong belief that students learn by doing as opposed to listening to the teacher. In 
the diary this didactic intention is stated as the overriding motivation for the writ-
ten assignment about the recipe:  

The idea is that they are to use everything they have learned about language in the 
previous weeks. (...) This is a kind of repetition assignment having them apply all the 
disciplinary concepts in one assignment. Furthermore this is an application assignment 
in which they (and I) will get to see whether they have understood the different con-
cepts. Whether they are able to use the different concepts, will be documented by this 
assignment.  

Danish HELEN teaches a vocational program which also prepares for higher educa-
tion. While she asserts the quality of what she views as a vocational didactics, as 
opposed to the didactics of general programs, this opposition forms an open con-
flict in Norwegian ØYSTEIN who teaches both general classes preparing for higher 
education and vocational classes preparing for vocational education. In his diary 
ØYSTEIN reports a course in his general class, aiming at providing the students with 
disciplinary tools for analysis, both for investigating and for writing short stories. To 
ØYSTEIN, the major Bildung function of Norwegian is to develop and expand stu-
dents’ language. But he finds it difficult to realize integrated Bildung aims in the 
vocational classes. In these he operates with more functional and freestanding ex-
ercises: an exercise focusing on the specialized vocabulary of the vocational subject 
of the class, a letter to the editor and a role play taking its point of departure in job 
applications and writing a cv. His intentions with these exercises are primarily ritu-
alistic, to train specific skills. The need to find motivating content makes him com-
promise his wish to integrate texts and themes of the Norwegian syllabus: 

We would prefer that discussions have to do with the fulfilling of aims, with discipli-
nary questions. But as often as not you do not manage to draw them into disciplinary 
discussions, but just their being able to express their opinions; that is part of educa-
tion. And when they had this Steinfelt text [the author of a 2007 letter to the editor of 
a Norwegian newspaper, complaining about today’s young people, EK] it somehow hit 
the students, and they became extremely committed. But obviously they are not as 
engaged when they are asked about Ivar Aasen and Knud Knudsen [19th century Nor-
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wegian linguists and ’fathers’ of respectively New Norwegian and Book language5]. (...) 
But just for the commitment, I feel that is important. Just skills of discussing and argu-
ing, not necessarily always stressing disciplinarity so much. Perhaps this is so much 
more about their competence, developing competence of expressing their opinions 
and viewpoints.  

For ØYSTEIN, however, this still raises unsolved questions about Bildung aims of 
Norwegian as a subject and about applying core parts of his university education.  

I see that the students do not understand what it means to express an opinion or an 
attitude in writing. And then I think that ... in that way, especially for the vocational 
students, there is a general Bildung ... a personal gain in their understanding how im-
portant these things are. While in the general classes, in a way it is easier to widen 
their horizon, to look further into literature and language history and how language 
changes and all the things we are absorbed in at the university while getting our edu-
cation.  

Several Norwegian teachers report having to teach New Norwegian as if it were a 
foreign language, applying foreign language training methods. TRINE, however, 
does not make a problem out of this. She reports a writing project aiming purely at 
linguistic training. The content apparently is arbitrary, and the genre chosen also 
seems to have no other function than as an occasion for the language exercise. 

Their writing is so boring, the clause connectors are repetitious. They were given cues 
about the Tibetan Spaniel. 
They were to write an article about the Tibetan Spaniel, departing from the cues. I col-
lected the articles, wrote an article myself, showed it on the overhead projector. Em-
phasized the clause connectors. Then their articles were returned, and they were to 
analyze their own work.  
Several students saw that they had started with the same words too often. Saw that 
there was no variation. They were to re-write. This they did without grumbling.  

5.3 Communicatively motivated writing  

In this group of diaries written work is ascribed great importance, and writing is 
typically integrated with text reading and other disciplinary activities, thematically 
as well as didactically. The most paradigmatic diaries of this profile report teaching 
in which productive student activity is the leading didactic principle, and in which 
written work is consequently tied to Bildung aims. Strategic and ritual aims are ex-
pressed as well, but the respondent teachers strive to realize these through teach-

                                                                 
5
 There are two official forms of Norwegian: bokmål [book language] and nynorsk [new Nor-

wegian]. Bokmål was greatly influenced by Danish, which was the dominant language of 
officialdom when Norway was under Danish rule (1397–1814). Nynorsk stems from the na-
tive Norwegian dialects that evolved from Old Norse (uninfluenced by Danish), and it is there-
fore very different from bokmål. Developed by Ivar Aasen, nynorsk was introduced by him in 
1853 as part of a nationalistic desire to have a purely Norwegian language for the country. It 
is based on rural dialects and spoken principally in rural areas. Both bokmål and nynorsk are 
employed by the government, the schools, and the mass media, but bokmål is by far the 
more widely used of the two, especially in education and literature. 
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ing which is organized according to communicative principles. Thus, there is much 
emphasis on the disciplinary and personal meaning of writing, not with the inten-
tion of pleasing students, but rather to challenge them. In these diaries and inter-
views a wide spectrum of writing activities and assignment genres can be found. A 
characteristic feature is the use of many different types of “in-texts” (Liberg, 2008), 
functioning as tools for thinking, support for other disciplinary activities, or as steps 
toward a full paper. These typically cover a whole spectrum of writing competen-
cies, in some cases even in one individual diary.  

Eleven diaries and interviews have been categorized under this profile. The fol-
lowing is an investigation of diaries and interviews by Danish NINA, Swedish INGA, 
and Norwegian IDA who realize this profile in paradigmatic, although different 
ways. In their descriptions of lessons, communicative Bildung perspectives, as well 
as wide writing competencies are evident. I have chosen this approach to be able 
to give a more in-depth picture of this profile which must be considered both the 
most convincing answer to the challenges of the literacy era, and the most obvious 
practical realization of the visions of MTE found in the theoretical literature.  

Danish NINA teaches at a private school in large part attended by socially privi-
leged students. She is 44 and holds an administrative position as the leader of ped-
agogical development at her school, while still teaching classes. She is also the 
deputy chairperson of the board of the association of teachers of Danish and the 
author of textbooks.  

NINA describes integrative teaching processes in which productive work is 
prominent: I want them to write in each lesson. The basic instructional pattern em-
phasized by NINA herself, is the constant switching between class dialogue and 
individual concentration: 

I want the class to learn to listen to each other and contribute to joint insight, at the 
same time I have sensed that this wears them down, and that they have difficulties in 
doing this. Therefore I try working with class discussion alternating with totally quiet, 
individual concentration on something very specific which they will need for later use. I 
want them to be able to contribute with words on the topic and on the subject, there-
fore I ask many questions and write their words on the blackboard and ask them to 
write notes. 

This basic pattern holds both a collective and an individual Bildung perspective. 
NINA wants to establish a communicative community of subject knowledge by 
teaching the students to learn to listen to and use each others’ textual readings. 
This is a great challenge for her students:  

Another point in my ”upbringing” of the class is that they must learn to build on each 
others’ insights. I want them so much to listen more to each other and to develop a 
disciplinary interest in each others’ readings. As of now they are terribly self-centered, 
and the dialogue is mostly between the individual student and the teacher. They will 
log on and off the teacher and don’t listen to each other. This is fatal for the classroom 
culture. 
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Inherent in this approach are disciplinary as well as didactic aims. The students 
must learn to listen to each other, but they must also learn to read and apply 
knowledge from literary history and learn to put questions based in analysis:  

One of the requirements is an analysis of one of the texts in the text compendium, and 
doing this they have to use knowledge from history, from what they learn in “Littera-
turens veje”6 and from the lessons. (...) 

In the lesson we did as follows: free writing about “Niels Klim”7, putting questions to 
wonder about the text in pairs, the questions to wonder were written on the black-
board, and we discussed whether these were dealing with the WHAT, HOW AND WHY 
of the text, and whether they could be answered by analyzing the text or by reading 
theory/secondary sources beyond the text. Most questions were WHY-questions re-
quiring sources beyond the text. I had them form groups on selecting a WHAT/HOW 
question and requested that all groups started by establishing a survey of the course of 
events of the text and considering its genre. 

The wish to challenge students to move from reproducing to independently struc-
turing and knowledge developing readers and writers entails both competence and 
Bildung aims. To the students independence means sticking to one’s own ideas in 
the class dialogue, but NINA confronts this understanding, emphasizing that inde-
pendence involves listening, applying and responding to what is said by classmates.  

There are not many strategic or ritual deliberations in NINA’s diary and inter-
view. The organization of the lessons, focusing students’ learning to process the 
class dialogue, may, however, be said to have a ritual touch. A specific competence 
is trained here. But NINA ascribes communicative meaning to the activity when 
relating this to developing independence and classroom culture. NINA’s overriding 
focus is on the development of disciplinary competence and identity, individually 
and collectively. Her diary and interview bear witness to a highly experienced and 
professional teacher who teaches according to overriding plans, but in the concrete 
lessons is able to act spontaneously on the demands of the situation, without los-
ing sight of her disciplinary and didactic aims. 

Swedish INGA is 45. She has only taught for a few years as she has had a previ-
ous career as a journalist. She teaches in a vocational program, and her class is un-

                                                                 
6
 Fibiger, Johannes (2004). Litteraturens veje (The Roads of Literature). Århus: Systime. 

7
 Holberg, Ludvig (1741). Niels Klims underjordiske rejse (Niels Klim’s Journey Under the 

Ground). Edition and publisher not stated in the diary. 
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der a special scheme because the students have extensive difficulties, especially in 
Swedish, but in other subjects too. Therefore, they are provided extra lessons in 
Swedish, and their writing is supported, both by INGA and by a special teacher, in 
separate lessons named “The Knowledge Portal”.  

INGA’s overall intentions are strategic, to train the students so that they will 
pass the national exam in Swedish B – and on the part of some students even the 
lower level of Swedish A. They must be trained in basic skills so that they can speak, 
read, and write Swedish at a certain level:  

The reason for reading, talking as well as writing is that they need exercising all these 
parts since many of them will speak another language all the time, except at school. If 
they are to stand the chance of passing the national exam this spring, they need much 
exercise in analyzing, in other words, using language as a tool for learning. They have 
two written assignments a week in Swedish apart from report and project writing. This 
way they work simultaneously with language exercises, content and analysis.  

A distinctive feature, however, of the reported lessons is that training for the exam 
and ritual aims of learning are systematically attempted through engaging in genu-
ine meaning making activities for communicative purposes. This meaning making is 
either the overriding goal of teaching sequences or a systematically integrated part 
of these. Teaching literature, INGA reads aloud in specially organized ”reading ses-
sions”. In the interview she says that she has had to give up having students read 
aloud because they read incoherently, stress the wrong syllables etc., so that the 
understanding gets lost. The reading sessions also involve talking about the text, 
aiming at supporting the subsequent reflective written assignment: 

During reading sessions we will sit in a small room with lovely easy chairs. Most of the 
time I will do the reading, but if there are students who want to read aloud, they will 
read too. During reading I will comment upon words, expressions and content in the 
text. Afterwards we will make a summary, trying to analyze text and content a little 
more, equipping them so as to make it easier for them to write a reflective text on 
their own. They will spend the next lesson in the Knowledge Portal reflecting on the 
text, supported by a few questions from me.  

The interviewer is concerned with the question of easy as compared to demanding 
writing for students facing the big disciplinary challenges that INGA’s students face. 
She asks about the widespread idea that writing narratives is easier than writing 
analytically. But INGA finds this issue didactically irrelevant for her students. To her 
the issue is not whether the task is easy and difficult, but what makes sense for 
students of this age and level of education: 

Interviewer: Is it easier to write recounting texts? 

INGA: ... In a way they have been doing that before, and I feel that if they are to go on 
with this fairytale writing and narrating about themselves forever and ever and ever ... 
They also need to feel that they are adults  

Interviewer: But do you think that this would have been easier for them? 

INGA: I am not so sure about that. I think that there is a sickness in many students, 
coughing up a recount or narrating about themselves. But I have insisted a lot, on the 
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contrary, that they must reflect on things. We have read texts, and afterwards they 
have had to reflect in writing, getting help in the X-portal writing those texts. They may 
have had support by me through questions guiding them into twisting what we have 
been handling. So they have been doing extremely much of this. 

INGA views these written reflections as a space for the students’ feeling that they 
are adults. The demand to rise above the spontaneous identification with the texts 
and reflect on their reading is associated with identity formation, with developing 
what may be termed an adult voice.  

The meaning-making that INGA seeks to encourage in her students’ writing is to 
a high degree tied to this Bildung aspect. An important part of feeling like an adult 
is self-awareness and being ready to seek out knowledge. This is thematized in an-
other diary entry. INGA has decided on the course in question because she is wor-
ried about the students’ lack of self-awareness when it comes to requirements for 
written assignments. INGA ponders whether she herself has contributed to this lack 
of self-awareness by being too accommodating with students, and always being 
concerned to boost their self esteem, instead of posing challenges that might ex-
tend them: 

Many of my students have poor self-awareness. (...). Perhaps I have contributed to this 
by being much too positive and encouraging in my cheers and assessments. Perhaps I 
have also tried to adapt language and level too much. Perhaps they need more chal-
lenges?  

INGA subsequently organizes a course in which the students study the require-
ments for the national exam and read and assess four student papers, justifying 
their marks according to the criteria specified: 

I presented syllabus content and assessment criteria for the B course on OH. Explained 
some difficult words, explained that we are already working with this content to 
achieve the goals and referred to examples and exercises that we have done and will 
do in the future. Of course they were allowed to ask and discuss (I always strive for dia-
logue). They appeared attentive and keeping up. Afterwards I handed out a previous 
national exam assignment, and they got four student papers; they were to guess how 
these had been marked, according to assessment criteria. Also, they were to argue for 
their marks. I believe this opened their eyes. They understood that an almost faultless 
language (spelling and grammar) is not the main thing, but that a structure is required, 
a thread and a distinct message, in order to pass the exam. This was a good exercise 
for them. Unavoidably cruel? But in a way I feel that this fits into the aims of student 
participation and democracy and must be a part of the course.  

In INGA solicitude and an urge to protect conflict with her sense of disciplinary and 
didactic responsibility. But she maintains that reflective writing should be an inte-
gral part of text reading and views this as a major dimension of students’ discipli-
nary learning and personal identity formation. Even though requirements may be 
experienced as cruel by the students, she insists that feeling like an adult requires 
participating and making an effort, as well as taking a reflective view on texts and 
being able to express oneself and argue.  
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Norwegian IDA is 27 and has only taught for a few years. In her diary, she re-
ports teaching in both vocational and general educational programs. According to 
her selection of diary entries, her instruction is genre and process oriented, and the 
leading didactic practice appears to be what might be termed ‘productive teaching 
and learning’, implementing the didactic intention of framing students’ learning 
through integrated processes of reading, writing, speaking and listening. The diary 
entries mention her promotion of oral presentation, contributing to debates, re-
port writing based on logs from workshops, poetry writing, short story writing, de-
signing and writing newspaper front pages. IDA’s overriding Bildung aim is to estab-
lish opportunities for students to develop and expand their language resources as 
tools for thinking and widening their horizons, as well as for critical reflection and 
abstraction.  

IDA’s lessons are organized according to a basic pattern showing her disciplinary 
didactic reflection and long term planning. The elements of this didactic pattern are 
listed below: 

 Activating student experience and previous knowledge 

 Working with theory from a textbook or from other sources 

 Having students study and assess model examples  

 Scaffolding students’ commencement of their written assignments in lessons 

 Framing students’ mutual response 
Clearly, IDA’s teaching is to a high degree informed by pedagogical and disciplinary 
didactic theory. This is apparent in her systematic process approach, but also in 
reflections on students’ learning in general and on writing instruction: 

I think that retrieving old knowledge will be profitable no matter what topic is brought 
up in the subject. This is about reviving the knowledge which must be at the base of 
new learning.  

Through using a ”prime text” from the textbook as the starting point of a check list on 
the blackboard, and after that studying a text which was not quite by the book, I 
thought that the students would feel more confident about how their own texts were 
to look. 

Even though she does not explicitly mention Vygotsky in diary and interview, it is 
fairly obvious that his idea of learners’ zones of proximal development (Vygotsky, 
1978) constitutes a basic inspiration for IDA. In her comments and reflections she 
constantly balances two considerations, on the one hand challenging her students 
to meet high demands of quality, and on the other hand accommodating their 
needs to experience competence and success. This approach is widely promoted in 
current international research on writing instruction in school settings, such as the 
very influential Australian genre school, but while the focus in this research is 
primarily on functional genres, relevant for content subjects (cf. Schleppegrell, 
2004; Macken Horarik, 2002; Cope & Kalantzis, 1993), IDA expands this range of 
didactic interest by incorporating literary genres and thereby integrating the genre 
and process approaches in a MT didactics. Introducing poetry reading and teaching 
short stories as a genre, IDA combines literature and language, aiming to open 
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students’ eyes to poetic language and narrative as ways of seeing and construing 
the world. In both cases, her point of departure is an analysis of her students’ prior 
understanding, most notably their preconceptions that poetic analysis is difficult 
and boring, and that creative, narrative writing is an easy endeavour which does 
not require disciplinary knowledge. IDA plans her lessons in order to challenge 
these prejudices and to scaffold students’ experience of literary language and 
composition as a step towards a new understanding and an interest in poetic and 
narrative ways of construing the world.  

In the first lesson I divided the class into six groups. Each group was given a pile of 
words which they were to put together in a poem. (...) The poem contained word 
forms which are unusual in everyday speech. At the end of this lesson the groups 
would read aloud their answers, and at last I read aloud the original poem. (...) Many 
students find poetry analysis difficult. To have a pleasurable introduction to the topic 
was important, I thought. Since the poem I chose had some ’lyrical word forms’ I 
thought that there was a good chance that the student poems would be fine. This 
might enhance their awareness of poetic language.  

We talked a little about literary quality, what works well and what works less well in 
literature. I had the class read two different descriptions of similar situations and con-
sider which of the descriptions they found the best. (...) Going on, I set up a list of what 
the students were to consider ahead of their writing (...) The aim of the lessons was to 
make students consider and plan even creative writing processes. This could be 
achieved, I thought, by transferring some of the knowledge of the analytical work and 
applying this as guiding principles when they themselves were writing. 

IDA’s reflections demonstrate both competence and Bildung aims. She aims at 
teaching students to analyze poetry, but is also focusing on their growing 
awareness of lyrical language. And, while her aim is to train students’ genre 
competence regarding short stories, her ambition is also to have students develop 
a sense of quality and ambition in creative writing processes. Yet another example 
of this is found in a lesson on professional language in a vocational class.  

Opening with a conversation on workshop practices and on the language of the pro-
fession I thought that the students themselves would have the opportunity of showing 
some of what they had learned in the workshop by talking about this. At the same time 
I wanted to make them become aware that language, written and oral, may be a pow-
er factor in meetings with people who are less capable than they are.  

IDA’s didactic approach reflects a range of integrative processes, connecting 
language and literature, speech and writing, theory and practice, production and 
reflection, competence and Bildung aims. The ritual function has a strong position. 
IDA’s instruction is imbued with practising, including grammar exercises and 
language games, but the ritual function is an aspect of her communicative aims, 
not an aim as such. The same is true of the strategic aims:  

Aims: Learning to write reports, an improved linguistic awareness in relation to the 
language of their profession and in meeting with other people.  
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Language and the use of language is an explicit focus of IDA’s instruction. Thus, the 
overriding aim of her teaching is to enhance the students’ linguistic registers and 
their general capacities of reflection and thinking.  

I think that relating to language is generally important. I believe that … I mean I often 
think that what I can be there to support, is developing writing and developing speech 
and thereby improving their thinking. I believe in this (...) using language in a range of 
ways can be good for thinking as such, developing reflective power, being able to ab-
stract and reflect and not always being so specific.  

To IDA, this aim is tied to human development. In vocational classes, however, the 
aim is harder to maintain than when teaching general classes. In the vocational 
classes instruction tends to become oriented towards practical use as, for instance, 
when the students need to learn to write CVs. She continues on from the previous 
quatations:  

After all, I see that when they need to write CVs they come to me, and in that situation 
it is great to be a Norwegian teacher, helping them with their CVs and helping them 
putting together words which need to be put together and all this, and they need to 
learn this too, but there are some aims which are ... There are aims which are difficult 
to explain, relating to developing as a human being in general.  

Teaching these students is more demanding in other ways too. From pure impo-
tence many students in vocational classes resort to copying from internet sources: 

They have no strategies. And today it is so easy for them to cut and paste from texts by 
other writers. And even though I talk sternly to them about the use of sources and 
these things, you end up getting these texts which are a patchwork of bits from Daria, 
School Forum, bits of their own thoughts, bits of Wikipedia. And in the end one has to 
go over, explaining that they must be honest, write their own words. And in many 
ways this simply is the weak classes. In a way this is compensation for lack of imagina-
tion.  

To IDA the problem appears to be lack of strategies and of imagination. She finds it 
difficult to identify with this experience: 

Yes, I don’t remember standing there knowing neither what to write nor how to find 
out how to write. Because that is the paralyzed condition of some students which is 
terribly hard to help them overcome. I don’t recognize this. I don’t quite understand it.  

INGA and other Nordfag respondents report similar experiences. Both INGA’s and 
IDA’s diaries and interviews document that communicative strategies and didacti-
cally reflected instruction pose a demanding challenge when the social and cultural 
gap between teacher and students is big. Both have doubts and experience feelings 
of impotence when facing students who are struggling in the ways that IDA has just 
described – the students who are in most need of teaching. While this is presuma-
bly a paradox of schooling as such, in the specific context of writing in Scandinavian 
MTE subjects, two inferences can be drawn from this observation. One is that there 
are no pre-packed solutions to the challenges described by INGA and IDA. On the 
other hand it must be assumed that any solution demands teachers who possess 
disciplinary and didactic qualifications which will give them a platform for keeping 



22 ELLEN KROGH 

these problems open for constant reflection and further development of the disci-
plinary didactics of MTE.  

Apparently NINA challenges her students more than both INGA and IDA, and 
generally she seems more confident of her didactic aims and ideas than her two 
Scandinavian colleagues. The obvious background for this is the fact that NINA 
teaches socially privileged students with a cultural capital similar to NINA’s. She 
does not experience the gap between her and the less privileged students that we 
find in INGA’s and IDA’s cases. What is interesting, however, is that, notwithstand-
ing the differences of student groups, ages, and career among these three teach-
ers, they still hold so very similar views on writing in MTE. All three of them report 
communicative deliberations which result in integrative, process oriented didactic 
forms of practice, connecting students’ developing writing competence with indi-
vidual and social identity formation and critical reflection.  

6. WRITING IN MTE IN THE LITERACY ERA, CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION  

I began this essay by describing the present historical moment as “the literacy era”, 
as one that is generally characterized by global standardization and government 
policy that emphasizes the role of education as a contribution to economic growth. 
In Scandinavian curricula the teaching of writing as a core competence in education 
has recently been strengthened, becoming a responsibility for all school subjects, 
and this development has left MTE subjects with many questions concerning the 
task of writing within MTE. I indicated that possible answers to these questions 
would need to take into account the ideas of both literacy and Bildung, represent-
ing two approaches to writing in MTE that to a certain extent cover the same 
ground, but belong to different educational traditions.  

How adequately do the pedagogies that I have just described respond to the 
challenges of the ‘literacy era’?  

In the strategically and ritually motivated writing didactic profile writing is 
viewed as a separate activity and as a tool for knowledge reproduction and for acti-
vating students. Writing is not ascribed importance as a tool for thinking and com-
munication. The teacher position is that of the master, personalizing the discipline, 
while the students are positioned as apprentices who are supposed to do as the 
master and identify with him/her.  

Referring to the paradigm theory of Sawyer and Van de Ven, this profile may be 
understood as reflecting a decline of the academic paradigm under pressure from 
the utilitarian paradigm. Writing is realized as the training of skills, is ascribed fairly 
low status as compared to literature studies, and there is a strong focus on stu-
dents’ linguistic deficiencies. According to Ivanič (2004), a “skills discourse” is fore-
grounded in times of ‘moral panic’ about standards and the state of the nation. The 
strategic discourse of writing in MTE may be viewed as a response to the panic fol-
lowing recent international tests in which Danish, Norwegian and Swedish students 
tend to perform below average. In the various teacher comments can be found 



 WRITING IN THE LITERACY ERA 23 

expressions of loss, frustration, and resignation, but also expressions of active op-
position to the high literary ambitions of the academic paradigm. At the discourse 
level, the interesting common feature is that the discourse relates to the academic 
paradigm.  

This is most prominent in the positioning of teacher and student. In the strate-
gic discourse these are positioned in relations characteristic of the Didaktik tradi-
tion, the teacher as master and expert offering his or her own understanding to 
students who will identify with the teacher as the embodiment of Bildung. But as 
writing is not conceived as Bildung, there is no content justifying and giving sub-
stance and meaning to this relationship. So the teacher position stands out as an 
unsubstantiated claim, a promise of strategic success, demanding acceptance by 
students to function in the teaching situation. Any student rejection of assignments 
or tasks will be a challenge of the teacher’s authority, and poor results the sole 
responsibility of the teacher.  

 The strategic discourse, then, obviously does not offer a sustainable answer to 
the question of writing in MTE in the literacy era. The understanding of literacy in 
the discourse is narrow, focusing skills and writing competence and separating 
these from aims of textual competence and Bildung. According to the MTE re-
search, the narrow understanding of writing as well as the separation of writing 
from textual activities constitutes major didactic problems in this discourse.  

The ritually motivated writing didactic profile embodies a discourse about writ-
ing that comprises playing language games that train students how to handle spe-
cific genres. The focus is on linguistic features of form in these genres. The content 
of students’ writing is considered less important as this is primarily viewed as a 
vehicle for students’ genre training. The predominant teacher position is that of the 
disciplinary coach while students are positioned as trainees who are expected to 
develop specific competencies.  

The ritual discourse may nonetheless be viewed as deriving from the develop-
mental paradigm identified by Sawyer and Van de Ven. The focus is on creative 
activity, i.e. on students’ language and language experiments, but this activity is 
reduced to formal experiments within the context of an apprenticeship or training. 
So there is a focus on students’ experimenting with language that produces in turn 
knowledge about language. When Bildung aims are expressed, they are connected 
to language practices associated with citizenship and democratic participation. 
There is, however, an obvious problematic tied to the lack communicative meaning 
in the ritual discourse. When the content is arbitrary, and everything the students 
do is conceived as simulated, the notion of writing being used for authentic com-
municative purposes is rendered problematical, and the meaning of writing gets 
lost.  

In the Nordfag teacher comments and reflections the ritual discourse manifests 
itself in fairly frustrated reflections on vocational students’ lack of interest in litera-
ture, prompting the teachers to think that only isolated genre training can provide 
an answer. Some also defend this approach as the right answer to the needs of 
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vocational students. What is reflected here may be a movement in Scandinavian 
educational policies towards positioning teachers as employees who are expected 
to deliver results, but not to develop curricular and didactic ideas relating to the 
whole human being. The position as disciplinary coach with an interest in training 
rather than content does not provide the teacher with a background for developing 
a justification of the MTE subject beyond meeting the demands posed by the 
workplace.  

As opposed to the strategic discourse, the ritual discourse, however, does offer 
an answer to the question of the aim of writing in MTE. The answer connects with 
the functional ideas of writing predominant in the general ideas of literacy in the 
literacy era. The ritual discourse construes MTE writing as an activity primarily aim-
ing at general and functional writing competence. The specific MTE feature of this 
approach is the focus on creative methods and the disciplinary aims of language 
knowledge.  

In the communicatively motivated profile writing is integrated with reading, 
speaking and listening and is ascribed individual and social Bildung perspectives. 
The leading Bildung parameter is students’ productive activities. The teacher is po-
sitioned as a disciplinary didactician designing frameworks for learning and Bildung, 
and students as students who are to learn to independently master both their stud-
ies and their lives, but also to take on social responsibilities, to take different per-
spectives and to critically handle social and political questions. The key notion is 
reflection, viewed as a Bildung aim for the students as well as an aim for the teach-
ers’ approaches to teaching. This profile reflects the communicative paradigm iden-
tified by Sawyer and Van de Ven. But it may also be said to relate to both the aca-
demic and the utilitarian paradigm. It could be viewed as a communicative modifi-
cation of the academic paradigm in its insistence on the integrated view of the di-
mensions of a language education and on the constitutive nature of literature and 
textual competence as indispensable parts of the literacy aims of writing in the 
MTE subject. As to the current general pressure on MTE by the utilitarian paradigm, 
the frustrations expressed by teachers when facing students who appear out of 
reach might be interpreted as signs of doubt about the communicative Bildung 
aims in the face of utilitarian discourses.  

Obviously, teachers subscribing to this discourse need a disciplinary didactic 
platform of knowledge and reflection and a confidence in the relevance of their 
approach, resting on a belief in the importance of the Bildung aims of writing in the 
MTE subject. In the three so called paradigmatic teacher cases exemplifying this 
discourse, both IDA and NINA appear to possess and apply this didactic platform, 
whereas INGA appears to realize a more delimited disciplinary knowledge and 
competence when teaching her special students. Still, INGA is an especially inter-
esting case because, in spite of these challenges, she insists on the importance of 
Bildung aims for this group of students as a scaffold for developing their identities 
as students and adults, and for participating in education and society. The alterna-



 WRITING IN THE LITERACY ERA 25 

tive would be to position them as basically in a deficit and dependent way, as 
though they are still children.  

Frustration and doubt is found in statements by both INGA and IDA, document-
ing that communicative strategies and didactically reflected instruction pose de-
mands in situations when the gap between teacher and students appears most 
difficult to overcome. Still, a distinctive feature of the descriptions and reflections 
by the whole group of teachers categorized as belonging to this profile is the disci-
plinary didactic resources available to them, providing both pedagogic imagination 
and energy and a platform for analytic reflection that enables them to establish a 
reflective distance from the frustrations they experience. They endeavor to make 
these problems the subject for constant reflection and further development of 
MTE.  

The discourse of communicatively motivated writing is characterized by integra-
tion at all levels. Strategic and ritual aims are inherent in school writing, but in this 
discourse these are integrated in an organization of writing intending to establish 
communicative meaning for students. The double understanding of literacy as writ-
ing competence and text competence is also part of this approach. The discourse, 
however, clearly documents that the idea of Bildung entails but extends beyond 
the idea of literacy. Competence aims are a prerogative for Bildung aims, but these 
do not provide ongoing reflections on students’ perspectives, and they do not meet 
the constant challenge of balancing student and knowledge orientation which is 
the basic characteristic of the Bildung reflections expressed in this discourse.  
 
What, then, may be concluded and learned from this study of MTE writing and of 
Scandinavian MTE teachers’ ways of managing writing? 

In my view, only the communicatively motivated writing profile appears to re-
spond appropriately to the current challenges in educational policies and to the 
analyses provided by the MTE research. The strategically and ritually motivated 
profile actualizes a narrow and purely skills oriented written practice that meets 
neither current literacy challenges nor Bildung aims. The ritually motivated profile 
employs a considerably broader writing practice, directed towards genre compe-
tencies and aims of democratic participation. For that matter, an answer to current 
challenges is provided by this profile, but the answer does not rise above the disci-
plinary frames and genre norms set by the current curricula, and neither does the 
answer relate to specific content knowledge of MTE. The communicatively moti-
vated profile, however, provides a comprehensive disciplinary as well as didactic 
reflection and motivation. Even though quite different approaches to MTE teaching 
are reported in these diaries and interviews, we still find a distinctive integrated 
disciplinary didactic writing practice, and this practice is generally motivated in 
statements marked by personal and independent reflection and underpinned by 
disciplinary arguments.  

Thus, the analysis suggests that qualified answers to students’ current needs for 
education and Bildung can be found among Scandinavian MTE teachers. An inter-
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esting observation in this context is that the communicatively motivated profile is a 
fairly strong presence in the data. Even though valid quantitative conclusions natu-
rally cannot be drawn from a case study involving 26 respondents, in the context of 
standardized measures and political pressures for taking utilitarian perspectives in 
education and in MTE, this pronounced emphasis in the material provided by the 
teachers is still interesting. I find it reasonable to say that this emphasis indicates 
that essential features of the Scandinavian educational tradition survive in the MTE 
subject, and still offer vital and rich answers to students’ language and literacy 
needs. Furthermore, from a case study perspective, the analysis of the three para-
digmatic teacher profiles can be said to have elaborated and strengthened the crit-
ical quality of my inquiry. The empirical argumentation is strengthened by the fact 
that three teachers addressing very different student groups and in rather different 
national educational systems, still engage in parallel writing pedagogies, drawing 
on the same disciplinary area to justify their approach. 

Furthermore, this study suggests that, viewed from the teachers’ point of view, 
a Scandinavian MTE culture with relatively strong common features can be found. 
In spite of fairly big differences of curricula, educational backgrounds and the prac-
tical organization of instruction in schools, teachers apparently meet relatively simi-
lar challenges when we listen to their reports and reflections on MTE teaching, just 
as they seem to handle these challenges in relatively similar ways.  

Despite the challenges that MTE educators are facing in the era of literacy, my 
study indicates that they still have rich resources available to defend the position of 
MTE within the education of young people. MTE is not simply a matter of inculcat-
ing into students the skills necessary for them to take their place in the economy. 
The idea of Bildung reminds us that education should be directed towards the edu-
cation of the whole person, and that full participation in a democratic community 
requires far more than functional literacy. 
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