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Abstract 
The purpose of this article is to give a general presentation of a collaborative mixed methods study on 
pedagogical learning materials that teachers report using in L1 teaching in primary and lower secondary 
school in Denmark. The presentation consists of four parts: an introduction covering the background for 
conducting this mixed methods study, including a contextualisation to support non-Danish readers in un-
derstanding the study, a brief description of other Nordic and international research on learning materials, 
a methodological section describing the mixed methods approach as an explanatory sequential design 
study, and, finally, a presentation and discussion of the main results of both the quantitative and the 
qualitative studies presented in this special issue. We conclude that the learning materials for Danish L1 
generally have a formalistic approach to the subject matter, dominated by skills-based tasks, and that 
they are characterised by narrow text choices and decontextualised tasks. None of this is in accordance 
with the National Curriculum for Danish L1 in primary and lower secondary school. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In this article, we give a general presentation of the background, method and overall 
results of a collaborative mixed methods study on learning materials that teachers 
report using in L1 in primary and lower secondary school in Denmark. This study con-
stitutes the common point of reference for this special issue of L1 – Educational Stud-
ies in Language and Literature (Bremholm, Bundsgaard, Fougt, & Skyggebjerg, 2017). 
This introductory article thus provides the contextual framework for the following 
articles, each elaborating on different parts or aspects of the collaborative study, and 
it discusses the main results of the combined study. The article consists of four parts:  

In the first part, we outline the rationale for this mixed methods study on learning 
materials used in Danish L1 education (hereafter Danish L1) based on a national lack 
of systematic knowledge hereof. In the study, we have combined a nationally repre-
sentative quantitative survey among K1-10 teachers of Danish L1 on which learning 
materials they use with a qualitative analysis of some of the most frequently used 
materials. This special issue presents the entire study.  

In the second part, we outline Nordic and international research on learning ma-
terials. We give a broad overview of the main areas of study in the research on learn-
ing materials used in L1, followed by a presentation of four studies that methodo-
logically resemble the study presented in this article.  

In the third part, we present and discuss our methodological approach: a classic 
sequential mixed methods study where a quantitative survey is followed by a quali-
tative in-depth analysis of some of the most widely used learning materials among 
Danish L1 teachers.  

In the fourth part, we present and discuss the main results of the combined mixed 
methods study. In other words, we include results from the other articles in this in-
troductory article. For obvious reasons, the results are not fully presented in this 
article; because the different articles apply different methodological approaches, we 
refer to the articles for more details. 

Throughout the issue, we will refer to the different Danish learning materials us-
ing their Danish title in italics followed by an English translation in square brackets 
the first time; thereafter, we will only use the translated English title in italics. 

1.1 Rationale for the study and research questions 

The incentive to conduct this collaborative study stems from a series of discussions 
in our research group in 2015. A contrast in Danish L1 research was commonly ob-
served: the research-informed insight that learning materials have an important im-
pact on teaching, and the lack of systematic knowledge about which learning mate-
rials are used by Danish L1 teachers. In the following, we will elaborate on this con-
trast.  

Systematic research on which learning materials are used in Danish schools has 
not been conducted in Denmark, and this study is therefore the first of its kind. A 
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few studies with a narrower focus have been conducted, such as studies on reading 
materials at the intermediate stage (grades 4-6) (Undervisningsministeriet, 1994 
[Ministry of Education, hereafter abbreviated UVM]) and learning-to-read materials 
(Borstrøm, Petersen, & Elbro, 1999) and a few other not representative studies (e.g. 
Gissel & Skovmand, 2016) (see elaborations in Bundsgaard, Buch, & Fougt, 2020). 
However, the lack of systematic knowledge at a national level was apparent and led 
us to the current study.  

Learning materials are an intrinsic part of the teaching; it is hard to envisage 
teaching without a medium or learning material representing and forming the in-
structional content (Hansen & Skovmand, 2011, p. 59ff.). Furthermore, it has repeat-
edly been documented that learning materials exert a strong influence on teaching 
practices, including the instructional purpose of a lesson or a course, the activities 
that take place in a lesson and the selection and sequence of content in a course plan 
(Bjuland, Helgevold, & Munthe, 2015; McCutcheon, 1980; Warren, 2000; Sardo-
Brown, 1990). This is particularly the case with regard to the category of learning 
materials that we label pedagogical learning materials in this article, meaning mate-
rials developed specifically for teaching (this idea will be explored in section 1.2; the 
abbreviated term learning materials will be used from this point forward).  

Furthermore, studies such as the ones cited above show the importance of learn-
ing materials to teaching in general and to teaching practices in specific subjects such 
as mathematics (Superfine, 2008), science (Sanchez & Valcárcel, 1999), social science 
(Christophersen, 2004) and L1 (Elf, 2014; Hodgson, Rønning, Skogvold, & Tomlinson, 
2010). Teachers in general also tend to trust and assign authority to the learning 
materials they use when it comes to the quality of the subject matter content, the 
pedagogical approach and the activities, which is plausibly a logical reflection of the 
strong influence learning materials have on teaching (Bremholm & Skott, 2019; Bach-
mann, 2005; Bjurland et al., 2015; Haggarty & Pepin, 2002). For instance, in Bach-
mann’s study of Norwegian teachers’ implementation of new national curricula, she 
observes how the teachers use the learning materials as a substitute for the national 
curricula and as an authoritative groundwork for their pedagogical decision-making 
(Bachmann, 2005, p. 345). The teachers’ strong reliance on the quality of their learn-
ing materials stands in stark contrast to the scepticism towards learning materials 
that is quite common in the educational research community. For some scholars, this 
scepticism is based on a critical approach to the presentation of subject matter con-
tent in learning materials and to whether this presentation is flawed or biased (e.g., 
van Dijk & Encarna, 2011; Guggeis, 2004; Tainio, 2012; Winkler, 2007). For other 
scholars, the scepticism is aimed at the very concept of pedagogical learning materi-
als, which are considered to be based on a one-size-fits-all approach to learning that 
is unresponsive to the specific needs of specific classes and specific students (e.g. 
Gee, 2015). Another type of scepticism voiced by researchers is directed towards the 
influence that learning materials have on teacher professionalism. Inspired by, 
among others, Schön’s ideas about the teacher as a reflective practitioner (Schön, 
1983), these researchers argue that there is a risk that the use of learning materials 
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will weaken or eliminate the teacher’s own professional reflection and decision-mak-
ing. This is the case if the teacher leaves it to the learning materials to define the 
content, activities and instructional approach, which is what the pedagogical learn-
ing materials, by their design and intended function, actually invite the teacher to do 
(Bremholm & Skott, 2019; Bjurland et al., 2015; Ewing, 2004; Schnack, 1995). The 
discrepancy between the teachers’ reliance on learning materials and the scepticism 
towards learning materials shown by researchers is noteworthy and in itself a reason 
for L1 research to focus on the learning materials used in Danish L1 classrooms. 

Thus, the purpose of the collaborative study presented in this article has been to 
obtain systematic knowledge about which pedagogical learning materials are used 
by L1 teachers in Danish compulsory education according to the teachers them-
selves. Based on the insight that learning materials exert a strong influence on teach-
ing practices, we believe that such systematic knowledge constitutes a valuable con-
tribution to the understanding of Danish L1 as a school subject. To use a metaphor, 
we also dare say that this kind of knowledge paints a picture of Danish L1 as seen 
through the lens of its learning materials. Adding nuance to the metaphor, it is im-
portant to note that the picture painted can never aspire to be more than a snapshot 
given that learning materials and teachers’ preferences inevitably change in the 
course of time. 

In the collaborative study, we have sought to answer the following three research 
questions: 

1) Which pedagogical learning materials are used in Danish L1 in compulsory 
education according to Danish L1 teachers? 

2) What are the main characteristics of the pedagogical learning materials 
used in Danish L1? 

3) How do these characteristics correspond to the National Curriculum for 
Danish L1?  

This article is first and foremost intended to give an overview of the results of re-
search question 2 and to discuss research question 3, whereas question 1 is only 
addressed by the quantitative article (Bundsgaard, Buch, & Fougt,2020). The quanti-
tative article also addresses questions 2 and 3, and all qualitative articles address 
question 2 as well. 

1.2 Terminology: Pedagogical learning materials 

In the study, we only focus on pedagogical learning materials, and a clarifying note 
about this term is needed. It refers to a typology developed by Danish researcher 
Hansen (2010) that distinguishes between three basic types of learning materials: 
pedagogical, semantic and functional learning materials. Pedagogical learning ma-
terials are defined as learning resources specifically designed for teaching, meaning 
that they have a pedagogical intent and an instructional approach, for example text-
books, digital learning materials and educational games. Semantic learning materials 
are carriers of content introduced into the teaching, but without an integrated 
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pedagogical intent, for example films, articles, literature, newspaper articles or pic-
tures. Functional learning materials are tools used to facilitate teaching and learning, 
and whose nature is unrelated to either content delivery or pedagogy, for example 
black and white boards, pencils, tablets and mobile phones (Hansen, 2010, p. 47). 
Our reason for only focusing on pedagogical learning materials in this study is that 
they, by virtue of their integrated pedagogical intent and instructional approach, are 
designed specifically to influence teaching and teachers’ decision-making. Please 
note that Hansen uses (in Danish) the term “didactical” instead of “pedagogical”, but 
we have chosen to replace it with “pedagogical” in order to avoid the misunder-
standings that might arise due to the negative connotations of “didactics” in the Eng-
lish language. Also, because the included materials are both digital materials and 
textbooks, we have deliberately used the term learning materials, and not the more 
common English term textbooks (e.g. Tomlinson, 2012; Gee, 2015). Finally, as indi-
cated above, when we use the term learning materials, it refers to pedagogical learn-
ing materials as defined in this section. 

1.3 The Danish learning material market 

To understand the ecology of learning materials in schools, it is essential to be famil-
iar with the conditions surrounding the production, distribution and selection of 
learning materials in a given country. Like a number of other countries, including 
Sweden, Australia, the United Kingdom, Estonia, Finland, Ireland, Italy, Norway and 
the Netherlands, Denmark is characterised by a liberalised and deregulated learning 
material market; private publishing houses are the main agents in the production, 
marketing and distribution of learning materials. In many countries, the present 
state of affairs is the result of systematic reforms from the early 1990s onwards 
(Reichenberg, 2016), but in Denmark, the private market for learning materials is 
considerably older, dating back to at least the 1950s (Weinreich, 1995).  

Considering that Denmark is a small country (about 5.7 million inhabitants), the 
number of publishing houses that produce learning materials is significant (more 
than 70). However, most of them are quite small, and so, despite the apparent di-
versity, the Danish learning material market for compulsory education is actually 
dominated by three big publishing houses (Gyldendal, Alinea and Clio Online). Addi-
tionally, during the last decade there has been a strong move, backed by the govern-
ment, towards digitising the Danish educational system. As regards learning materi-
als, this move has resulted in a marked increase in the production and distribution 
of digital learning materials, heavily supported by governmental subsidies (e.g. be-
tween 2012 and 2017, the Danish Ministry of Education refunded 50% of the ex-
penses for digital learning materials paid by schools and/or municipalities). The big 
publishing houses mentioned above have been the frontrunners in this digitisation 
process.  

In accordance with the deregulated market, Denmark has no official approval 
system, certification or quality standards for learning materials, and this applies to 
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both analogue, or paper-based, and digital learning materials. Furthermore, it is a 
longstanding and well-established principle in Denmark that teachers have a high 
degree of autonomy when it comes to choosing learning materials (as well as instruc-
tional approaches) that they deem fit to use in their teaching, and this autonomy is 
also supported by the act governing Danish compulsory school (UVM, 2019, chap. 2, 
§18, subsection 4). However, there has been a recent tendency for municipalities to 
centralise the purchase of learning materials, especially digital materials, in order to 
reduce costs (Rambøl, 2018), thus limiting teachers’ ability to freely choose materials 
to some extent (please note that this tendency only appeared after this study (see 
Bundsgaard, Buch, & Fougt, 2020). 

To sum up, as a result of the structure of the Danish learning material market, it 
is difficult to ascertain which learning materials are actually being used in L1 and in 
other school subjects. As mentioned, no attempts have been made to acquire such 
knowledge in a systematic way—until now.  

1.4 Danish compulsory education and Danish L1 

Danish compulsory education (primary and lower secondary school) lasts 10 years 
(K-9) and is integrated within a single structure, meaning that students (can) attend 
the same school throughout all 10 years. The 10th year is optional (grade 10) and is 
aimed at preparing students for higher education (students with social, personal or 
academic difficulties).  

Up until the late 1990s, it was common for Danish L1 and math teachers to follow 
their classes from grades 1 to 9 (students have a specialised teacher in grade 0), and 
it was also common to limit the number of teachers at least in the early grades, so 
that the L1 teacher typically also taught, for example, history, religion and creative 
subjects. A recent governmental initiative is that teachers should be formally trained 
in the subjects they teach1, and, therefore, classes now change teachers two or three 
times during compulsory school.  

Danish L1 must, according to the law on public schools in Denmark, support the 
students in their general development as human beings and as future citizens in or-
der to ensure that they are able to participate in the democracy to the extent that 
they can take a stand and act on it (UVM, 2019). Therefore, the main purpose of the 
subject of Danish L1 is to develop the students’ personal and cultural identities by 
giving them the possibility to experience and understand a broad variety of texts, as 
well as promoting the students’ understanding of society in terms of history, ethics 
and aesthetics. Furthermore, Danish L1 should reinforce students’ communicative 
skills in order to enable them to interact with others in society (UVM 2015, UVM 
2019).  

 
1 The current political aim is that 95% of all teachers should have formal education or ‘equiva-
lent’ qualifications in their subjects in 2025: https://www.folkeskolen.dk/652519/nu-skal-alle-
laerere-foerst-vaere-undervisningskompetente-i-2025, visited 16 March 2020. 
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Danish L1 is by far the largest subject, with almost twice as many lessons as the 
second largest, mathematics (UVM, n.d.); thus, Danish L1 plays a very important role 
throughout school for all students. Historically, Danish teachers have enjoyed a high 
degree of autonomy in terms of choosing which learning materials to use as well as 
their preferred method of teaching. This is a longstanding tradition in the Danish 
school system, dating back to the early 20th century (Laursen & Bjerresgaard, 2009, 
p. 22; UVM 2019, chap. 2, §18, subsection 4). At the present time, teacher autonomy 
does not stand alone. The teaching of all subjects in Danish compulsory education 
must conform to the competency-based national curriculum: “Fælles Mål” [“Com-
mon Goals”, referred to as the National Curriculum in this special issue] (UVM 2015). 
For Danish L1, the National Curriculum consists of four main competence domains: 
Reading, Writing, Communication and Interpretation. Overall, as outlined in the Na-
tional Curriculum, the subject is very broad and encompasses a wide variety of skills 
and content areas. These include early reading and information literacy, multimodal 
productions and critical technological literacy, basic knowledge of Norwegian and 
Swedish as well as reading, analysis and interpretation of literature and other aes-
thetic texts. The National Curriculum is differentiated into four levels, with goals for 
grades 2, 4, 6 and 9. 

The fact that Danish teachers have a high degree of autonomy with regard to 
choosing which learning materials to use also means that far from all learning mate-
rials used according to the quantitative survey (see Bundsgaard, Buch, & Fougt, 
2020) are up to date and in line with the current National Curriculum, as they were 
created according to a former curriculum, but are still (frequently) used. For exam-
ple, the most used learning material, Den første læsning [The first reading] (Borstrøm 
& Pedersen, 1999–) originates from the late 1990s (see Bremholm, 2020 in this spe-
cial issue). 

1.5 A note on the theoretical premise of the study  

In the first section of the article, we have pointed to solid empirical research docu-
menting the strong influence that pedagogical learning materials have on teaching 
practices, and we have referred to this knowledge as part of the rationale for our 
study on learning materials in Danish L1. However, it is imperative for us to empha-
sise that we do not assume a simple causality between a specific learning material 
and the actual teaching in which this learning material is used. Teachers might 
choose to follow the instructions in the learning material very closely; they might use 
only selected elements of the learning material as supplements to their own instruc-
tional design, or they might follow other methods of using learning materials. Still, 
by this we do not mean to imply that the link between learning materials and teach-
ing is completely arbitrary. As a way of conceptualising the multiform link between 
learning materials and actual teaching, we have been inspired by pedagogical design 
theory, which is a theory of teaching and learning strongly influenced by social semi-
otics.  
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According to pedagogical design theory, learning materials represent an essential 
component that—together with other components such as curricula documents, the 
physical environment of the classroom and the school, and institutional norms and 
values regarding teaching—constitutes the framework for a teacher’s many different 
instructional decisions through which the teaching is orchestrated (or designed). In 
the actual teaching, the orchestration is realised through the interaction between 
the teacher and the students, and, therefore, it conditions the students’ potential 
learning (Selander, 2008, p. 39; Selander & Kress, 2010, p. 33). Thus, the learning 
material is an essential component of the framework for the students’ potential 
learning, but it is the actual use of the learning material in the actual teaching that 
transforms this component into specific interactions between teacher, students and 
subject matter content, resulting in potential learning for the students. Accordingly, 
in this study, when we examine the use of learning materials in Danish L1 as reported 
by the teachers, we procure knowledge about an essential component of the frame-
work for teaching and students’ potential learning in Danish L1. We do not claim to 
be able to draw conclusion about teachers’ actual use of learning materials in Danish 
L1 classrooms. 

A similar notion of the link between learning materials and teaching is found with 
the Danish educational scholars Bundsgaard and Illum Hansen. In their proposal for 
a holistic approach to the evaluation of learning materials, they distinguish between 
potential learning potential, actualised learning potential and actual learning. Poten-
tial learning potential is the “affordances and challenges of the learning material and 
the competences supposedly supported when working with the material”; the actu-
alised learning potential is “the potential for learning when the design for learning is 
enacted by integrating the learning material in a situation in a given context”, and 
the actual learning is “how the participants actually develop their competences 
through working with the learning material or enacting a design for learning” 
(Bundsgaard & Hansen, 2011, p. 33). Bundsgaard and Hansen thus characterise 
learning materials as “the potential learning potential” in order to stress that the real 
learning potential of a given learning material cannot be assessed until the learning 
material is used in an actual instructional context (Bundsgaard & Hansen, 2011, 
p. 34).  

2. NORDIC AND INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH ON LEARNING MATERIALS 

Both in general and with specific regard to L1, the study of learning materials is a 
broad and diversified research field. However, to our surprise, we have only found 
very few studies that resemble the one we present here—studies that map the 
teachers’ use of learning materials in L1 on a national (or regional) level and attempt 
to characterise the subject of L1 based on this mapping. In the following, we will give 
a broad outline of the main studies in the research on L1 learning materials, and 
subsequently we will present studies that resemble ours. For some of these studies, 
the resemblance is primarily methodological since they do not have L1 as their object 
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of study. We conclude with a brief description of the development and trends of 
learning materials research in Denmark. 

Based on the Knudsen et al. study (2011), which reviewed international research 
on general learning materials, it is possible to distinguish between five main areas of 
research on learning materials in L1. First, there are studies that examine learning 
materials in a historical perspective, either to describe historical changes in the con-
tent and design of learning materials (e.g. Bezemer & Kress, 2008; Skjelbred, 
Askeland, Maagerø, & Aamotsbakken, 2017) or to use learning materials as sources 
to depict historical periods or themes (e.g. Beeing, 2000; Eilard, 2008; Pinto, 2004). 
Second, a number of studies focus on content-specific aspects of learning materials 
for L1. In some studies, such aspects relate to the way given phenomena are repre-
sented in L1 learning materials, for instance age groups or national identities (e.g. 
von Münchow, 2009; Ylikiiskilä, 2007). Other studies examine how specific content 
domains within the L1 subject are treated in learning materials. Among these stud-
ies, reading is by far the dominant domain (e.g. Maisonneuve, 2001; Reynes, 2004; 
Runestad, 2015), while other L1 domains such as grammar (e.g. Wack, 2004) and 
communication (e.g. Hafner, 2004) are represented to a much lesser extent. In par-
ticular, it is noteworthy that studies on literature in a learning material perspective 
are quite rare (e.g. Brink, 2006; Skjelbred, 2004), considering the important position 
literature has traditionally held in L1 teaching. Third, some studies investigate the 
form and/or design of learning materials for L1. For instance, there are studies ana-
lysing the linguistic features of learning materials (e.g. Askeland, 2008; Torvatn, 
2004) or the use of different modalities as aspects of learning material design (e.g. 
Ballstaedt, 2005). Fourth, a group of studies examine the use of learning materials in 
actual L1 classroom contexts. Some studies focus in particular on the impact of learn-
ing materials in relation to students’ learning and classroom behaviour (e.g. Slot, 
2010; Tønnesen, 2010), while others address the interaction between learning ma-
terials and teacher practices (e.g. Atjonen et.al, 2008; Jewitt, 2006). Knudsen et al. 
note that, in general, empirical research on the use of learning materials is a ne-
glected field of study (Knudsen et al., 2011, p. 16), and this logically also applies to 
research related to L1. Fifth, and finally, there are a considerable number of studies 
on digital learning materials. However, the predominant part of this research is di-
rected towards what we in this article define as functional learning materials (see 
section 1.2.). These are typically experimental or intervention studies that examine 
how digital tools, games or technologies support and enhance student learning and 
new forms of teaching environments (e.g. Hartnell-Young & Vetere, 2008; Krommer, 
2003; Smith, Hardman, & Higgins, 2006). Studies on digitised pedagogical learning 
materials, however, are quite sparse (e.g. Malo & Hambach, 2009). 

The studies that (methodologically) resemble ours are presented in a reverse 
chronological order starting with the most recent study. On behalf of the Directorate 
of Education in Norway, professors Gilje and Ludvigsen led a large-scale mixed meth-
ods study among teachers, school principals and superintendents on learning mate-
rials in Norwegian lower and upper secondary school and the importance they have 
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for teaching and learning (Gilje et al., 2016). In the study, surveys (n = 1,510) were 
combined with 12 case studies focusing on social studies, English, science and math-
ematics. The study showed that in lower secondary school, teachers have a large 
influence on the choice of learning materials, and that learning materials are im-
portant components in the teachers’ instructional practices, both as support for the 
teachers’ interpretations of the curriculum and as a resource for determining the 
structure, content and activities of the teaching. Furthermore, the study revealed 
that lower secondary teachers prefer paper-based learning materials, whereas digi-
tal learning materials are more popular among upper secondary teachers. 

In contrast to the study by Gilje et al., a smaller Norwegian mixed methods study 
included L1 in its research design. The purpose of the study was to examine the role 
that learning materials play in primary and lower secondary school teaching in Nor-
way as well as the correspondence between the learning materials and the national 
curriculum (Skjelbred, Solstad, & Aamotsbakken, 2005). Focusing on Norwegian L1, 
mathematics and science, the study consisted of three parts: structured observa-
tions made by student teachers in 64 classrooms (one lesson in each classroom); 
ethnographic observations for one week in three classrooms (grades 3, 6 and 8) in 
the three subjects in question; and document analysis of the learning materials used 
in the three classrooms. In accordance with Gilje et al., the findings of the study es-
tablish the central instructional role of learning materials when it comes to the 
choice of activities and the structuring of the teaching. With regard to the national 
curricula for the three subjects in question, the study showed that the learning ma-
terials (re)present a restricted version of the school subjects addressed at the mid-
dle-attaining students, and does not include the possibility for differentiation or the 
variety of texts, tasks and content matter actually required in the national curricula. 

We have not been able to find similar studies that focus exclusively on learning 
materials for L1, but a study by the American reading researcher Shannon is worth 
mentioning since it examines teachers’ use of learning materials in beginning reading 
instruction, an important domain within L1. In his study, Shannon combined a survey 
among L1 teachers (n = 565) and school administrators (n = 26) in a large Midwestern 
school district with semi-structured follow-up interviews with selected respondents 
(29 teachers and 3 administrators) with the aim of investigating teachers’ use of 
learning materials in their reading instruction and their rationales for using the ma-
terials (Shannon, 1982). The results of the study showed that the American teachers 
based their reading instruction almost entirely on learning materials. Furthermore, 
the results also indicated that even though the teachers believed that the learning 
materials were based on scientific research, their main reason for using the materials 
was their belief that the school administrators expected them to do so. Most of the 
teachers also testified to a lack of involvement or agency regarding the reading in-
struction. 

The last study to be mentioned is the most comprehensive one, but also the old-
est. It is a large-scale mixed methods study conducted by the Educational Products 
Information Exchange Institute (EPIE), examining the learning materials used in 
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mathematics, reading, science and social studies in schools in the United States. The 
study combined a survey among a nationwide sample of teachers (n = 12,389) with 
classroom observations and interviews with teachers, students and principals at 56 
schools across 13 states as well as analyses of inventories of learning materials (EPIE, 
1977). The main results of the study showed that, on average, teachers used learning 
materials during 63% of the class time, and that the majority of the most frequently 
used materials had a traditional design (i.e. teacher-oriented, drill-based and domi-
nated by written text with limited use of other media). The study also showed that 
despite a very big learning material market, only a limited number of materials are 
frequently used by the teachers (the study provides a list of 70 learning materials 
frequently used in the four subjects).  

In some countries, such as the United States, Germany, Norway and Great Brit-
ain, learning material research is a longstanding and well-established scientific field 
supported by strong centres of research (cf. Knudsen et al., 2011; Watt, 2015).  

In Denmark, the learning materials field of research is relatively young, and, until 
a decade ago, it was centred around individual scholars. In the 1970s, there was an 
increased interest in the field, and a number of studies and projects were carried 
out, typically based on Marxism and critical theory (e.g. Andersen, 1981; Thobo-Carl-
sen et al., 1978). In the 1990s, there was a renewed interest in learning materials, 
now focusing primarily on the quality and effectiveness of different materials, as ex-
emplified in the studies on learning materials for reading instruction mentioned ear-
lier in the article (see Section 1.1). In 2007, Danish research in learning materials was 
revived with the establishment of Læremiddel.dk, a national centre for research and 
information on learning materials. The centre has sparked an intensified research 
interest in learning materials, not only at the centre itself, but also at Danish univer-
sities and university colleges. The researchers at Læremiddel.dk have shown a par-
ticular interest in the development of generic frameworks for the analysis and eval-
uation of learning materials (e.g. Hansen, Graf, & Hansen, 2012; Hansen & 
Skovmand, 2011). However, they have also conducted several studies focusing on 
various aspects of Danish L1 in a learning material perspective, for example genre 
(Hansen & Carlsen, 2009) and digitisation (Gissel & Skovmand, 2016) (see also 
Bundsgaard, Buch, & Fougt,, 2020). 

3. THE METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH: MIXED METHODS 

In this section, we describe the overall methodological design of the mixed methods 
study: an explanatory sequential design (Creswell & Clarke, 2011) guided by our re-
search questions.  

3.1 An explanatory sequential design 

The fundamental principle of mixed methods is, according to Johnson & Turner 
(2003), that “researchers should collect multiple data using different strategies, 
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approaches, and methods in such a way that the resulting mixture or combination is 
likely to result in complementary strengths and nonoverlapping weaknesses” (John-
son & Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p. 18).  

This present study is ‘a straightforward explanatory mixed methods design’  

in which the researcher begins by conducting a quantitative phase and follows up on 
specific results with a second phase […] The second qualitative phase is implemented 
for the purposes of explaining the initial results in more depth, and it is due to this focus 
on explaining results that is reflected in the design name.” (Creswell & Clark, 2011, 82) 

In order to align the design with our research questions, we decided that all learning 
materials in the qualitative part were chosen based on popularity in the quantitative 
study: they had to be among the top ten most used materials. The rationale behind 
this approach is to provide a general picture of the research question through a 
quantitative approach and then follow up with a qualitative analysis based on the 
quantitative results to further explain or understand the research question (see 
Fig. 1). 

Figure 1. The explanatory sequential design (Creswell & Clark, 2011, p. 69) 

 

 
Creswell and Clark (2011) point out two tendencies regarding the research ques-
tion(s) in mixed methods research: 1) The single question approach, where the com-
bination of the quantitative and qualitative approaches answers the question, or 2) 
separate quantitative and qualitative questions are combined with an integration 
question. 

We see one very important difference, as the quantitative part and the different 
qualitative parts can be considered individual research projects with their own agen-
das. As such, this study is a combination of the two tendencies: The combination of 
the quantitative and qualitative studies answers our research questions in general, 
but both the quantitative and the different qualitative studies can also be seen as 
individual projects with individual research questions. The quantitative study pro-
vides us with insight into which learning materials are used, which learning materials 
are best in the teachers’ view, and the teachers’ influence on which materials to buy; 
through content analysis and inferential statistics, we characterise the learning ma-
terials used and provide a general statistical analysis of correlations in terms of con-
tent—how the different areas of the Danish L1 subjects co-exist (or not) in the ma-
terials (Bundsgaard, Buch, & Fougt, 2020).  
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The individual qualitative studies provide an in-depth analysis of some of the 
most frequently used learning materials, but with a variety of methodological ap-
proaches and interests. A selection of these qualitative studies is presented in differ-
ent articles in this special issue with a focus on learning-to-read materials (Brem-
holm, 2020), fiction and literature (Rørbech & Skyggebjerg, 2020), grammar (Kabel, 
2020) and media texts (Berthelsen & Tannert, 2020).  

4. MAIN RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

In the fourth part, we present and discuss the main results of the overall study: the 
conclusion based on the interpretation of the combined results from the quantita-
tive and the qualitative strands of the study (see other articles in this special issue). 
Our point of departure is the research questions for the overall combined mixed 
methods study, but due to the nature of this study, Question 1 (which learning ma-
terials are used) is only addressed by Bundsgaard, Buch, & Fougt (2020). Questions 
2 (main characteristics) and 3 (correspondence with National Curriculum) are ad-
dressed in all articles and will be our focus points across all articles. To get an in-
depth understanding of the full study, we encourage readers to continue to read the 
articles in this special issue. 

The conclusion highlights four characteristics of learning materials in Danish L1: 
1) the dominance of a skills-based and formalistic approach to the subject matter, 2) 
the lack of meaningful contexts for student activities, 3) content dominated by a nar-
row concept and selection of texts, and 4) the fact that the subject of Danish L1 rep-
resented in the learning materials does not correspond well with the National Cur-
riculum. In this final section of the article, we discuss these characteristics in both a 
national and an international perspective, addressing, among other things, the ques-
tions they raise regarding teacher qualifications and the ecosystem around the pro-
duction of learning materials. 

4.1 A skills-based and formalistic approach to the subject matter  

As clearly shown in the quantitative article (Bundsgaard, Buch, & Fougt, 2020), learn-
ing materials for Danish L1 are dominated by a skill-based and formalistic approach 
to the subject matter. Materials focusing on the training of skills dominate over ma-
terials with a focus on interpretation and critical literacy thinking. This is confirmed 
and exemplified in the in-depth analysis of learning materials for literature teaching, 
which shows that these materials are characterised by a drill-based approach to the 
students’ acquisition and use of specific analytical concepts. Little attention is paid 
to the students’ interpretive understanding and appreciation of literature as a way 
to inspire and develop their independent critical thinking about themselves and the 
outside world (see Rørbech & Skyggebjerg, 2020). This is also apparent in the analysis 
of the most used learning-to-read materials, which are dominated by a focus on 
training the technical elements of reading, thus losing focus on the meaning-
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oriented elements (Bremholm, 2020, in this special issue). It is also shown in the 
grammar learning materials, which focus on correctness, decontextualised gram-
matical concepts, and trial and error (Kabel, 2020, in this special issue). This also ap-
plies to the media and communications area, where the analysis points to a domi-
nance of learning tasks focused on the formal features of media texts (Berthelsen & 
Tannert, 2020, in this special issue). This result echoes the findings in the large-scale 
study done by EPIE in the 1970s the United States showing that the most frequently 
used learning materials across four different subjects including reading are domi-
nated by a drill-based approach to the subject matter (EPIE, 1977). The resemblance 
between the findings in the two studies could lead one to assume that a formalistic 
and drill-based approach to subject matter constitute a strong and constant dimen-
sion in learning materials across time and cultural contexts. However, more studies 
are needed to examine this assumption.   

This focus on skill training and the apparent formalistic perception of Danish L1 
(when seen through the most frequently used learning materials) can be interpreted 
as a sign of making Danish L1 into a pseudo-science subject. Theoretical concepts 
and categories from scientific domains have infiltrated the learning materials in Dan-
ish L1, apparently with little or no pedagogical reflection regarding language, litera-
ture and media literacy. Methods and associated terminologies appear detached, 
and the meaning of the tasks and training in the learning materials becomes unclear.  

4.2 The lack of meaningful contexts for student activities 

A second characteristic across the quantitative and qualitative analysis of learning 
materials in Danish L1 is the lack of meaningful contexts for the student activities, or 
for the students’ work with the subject matter. The outside world, or the world out-
side the subject, is rarely included and neither are the students’ lives nor their expe-
riences with the world. This lack is obviously related to the first characteristic—the 
dominance of a skill-based and formalistic approach—as the approach is focused on 
decontextualised concepts and subject matter while ignoring how the concepts and 
the subject matter in question are related to and applied in the outside world. This 
absence is clear in the most frequently used material of all, the phonics-based learn-
ing-to-read material, The first reading (Borstrøm & Pedersen, 1999), where the stu-
dents’ reading or writing skills are not used in meaningful communication situations, 
and the material does not urge the students to choose texts based on their own in-
terests or motivation (see Bremholm, 2020, in this special issue). 

In the media and communications area, we identify a similar approach, where 
the students’ (often well-developed) practices and experiences with the use of vari-
ous media forms are not included in the learning materials; the student tasks focus 
on formal and generic features of the given media text, and not on how this media 
text is used in the outside world (see Berthelsen & Tannert, 2020, in this special is-
sue). The same characteristic is identified in learning materials for literature teaching 
(see Rørbech & Skyggebjerg, 2020). Finally, the lack of meaningful contexts is also 
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indicated by the findings in the quantitative analysis (see Bundsgaard, Buch, & Fougt, 
2020). 

4.3 A narrow text choice  

A third characteristic of the learning materials used is a narrow understanding of 
texts. Danish L1 learning materials do not include a rich variety of the texts, expres-
sions and communication types we encounter and use in modern human and social 
life (see Bundsgaard, Buch, & Fougt, 2020). The choice of fictional literature is dom-
inated by an unofficial canon list, where the same authors and texts appear repeat-
edly across different materials. This tendency is reinforced by the official and man-
datory Danish Literary Canon (15 Danish writers) (see Rørbech & Skyggebjerg, 2020). 
With the aforementioned uniform choice of Danish fictional literature and the man-
datory Danish Literary Canon list, the impression of a nationally oriented self-under-
standing subject has emerged. 

4.4 Content and pedagogical approaches do not correspond well with the National 
Curriculum 

Finally, a fourth characteristic of the most widely used learning materials is that the 
content does not correspond well with the National Curriculum (UVM, 2015). 
Spelling takes up an average of 20% of the content in K1-10 and literary analysis more 
than 20% in K4-10, while literary interpretation takes up only 7%. However, areas 
such as oral communication, media, multimodal communication, nonfiction and 
neighbouring languages (Swedish and Norwegian) are strongly deprioritised in the 
learning materials (see Bundsgaard, Buch, & Fougt, 2020). The National Curriculum 
(UVM, 2015) stresses competencies, communication, interpretation and critical 
thinking, and emphasises aesthetic and multimodal ways to develop students’ per-
sonal and cultural identity, empathy and aesthetic, ethical and historical understand-
ing as well as their democratic participation. This is not developed through the pas-
sive repetitive training of concepts out of context. In this respect, our study on the 
learning materials in Danish L1 corresponds to the findings made by Skjelbred, Sol-
stad and Aamotsbakken in their study on learning materials for among others L1 in 
primary and lower secondary school in Norway. In their study, they showed that the 
Norwegian learning materials represent a restricted version of the school subjetcs 
that do not meet the requirements of the national curricula regarding the content 
matter, the tasks and the selection of texts (Skjelbred, Solstad & Aamotsbakken, 
2005). 

4.5 Summary: Danish L1 according to the learning materials 

The four characteristics of Danish L1 as presented above are striking, and they might 
give cause for worry. Observed through the learning materials at the time of the 
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study, the subject of Danish L1 is skill-based and lacks meaningful contexts; it seems 
to be dominated by a nationally oriented and narrow understanding of texts, and, 
finally, the content and pedagogical approaches do not correspond well with the Na-
tional Curriculum (UVM 2015). Important areas such as critical thinking, democratic 
participation, creativity and life philosophy are marginalised. This is problematic as 
Danish L1 is considered one of the most important subjects to students’ formation 
as enlightened, self-thinking individuals who can participate, contribute and take a 
personal stance as members of the public and as democratic citizens in a global 
world. 

4.6 4.6. Discussion: Reflections on the critique 

In this section of the article, we will discuss these characteristics in a national per-
spective by, among other things, addressing the questions that the characteristics 
raise regarding teacher qualifications and the ecosystem around the production of 
learning materials. The discussion would also be relevant from an international per-
spective. We will elaborate on international perspectives in the final section. 

In this article, and in this special issue in general, we have presented a severe 
critique of the most widely used learning materials in Danish L1 as seen through the 
eyes of the researchers; therefore, we must ask: how can we understand this dis-
crepancy between the actual practice and the researchers’ theoretical lens? We gen-
erally believe that this criticism can and should be directed towards several parties, 
but we also stress that complex causal factors are at stake. It is not a matter of as-
signing blame, but rather a result of history, tradition, politics and habits. However, 
we all have a responsibility to act on it. 

The first to be addressed are the teachers, who still have a great influence on the 
choice and purchase of learning materials according to the quantitative study 
(Bundsgaard, Buch, & Fougt, 2020). The teachers appraise the materials used with 
statements such as “well-varied text selection” “students learn literary concepts”, 
“good opportunities for the students to think for themselves”, “thorough material” 
and “based on the latest research” (korturl.dk/2ou, our translation). Statements like 
these suggest that Danish L1 teachers in general see the most frequently used learn-
ing materials as being well-founded pedagogically, which might indicate a lack of a 
critical approach to the learning materials. However, it could also indicate that the 
teachers do not share the concerns presented throughout this special issue. This 
might be due to their professional judgement and their positive experiences with the 
functionality of the learning materials in their teaching. It might also be that the 
teachers’ actual use of the materials is more in accordance with the progressive and 
student-centred approaches to teaching than the materials themselves. As men-
tioned earlier, teachers in Denmark traditionally enjoy a great deal of freedom to 
choose their instructional methods. Therefore, it would be of huge interest to con-
duct research on how teachers actually use and interact with learning materials as 
part of their professional practice when preparing, conducting and evaluating 
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teaching, especially since such empirical research is a neglected field of study (as 
pointed out in section 2.0). 

Furthermore, when it comes to the teachers’ choice of learning materials, an in-
vestigation of the structures around teaching and preparation should be further in-
vestigated. Since the change in the law for public schools in 2013 (and the following 
conflict regarding teachers’ preparation time), many teachers say that they have very 
little time to prepare their teaching, making it more difficult for them to show con-
sideration for individual students (Anker og Grundtvig, 2018; Danmarks Lærerforen-
ing, 2014). It is, however, important to stress that today there is no national 
knowledge of the average of Danish teachers’ preparation time, as preparation time, 
due to the 2013 law, is now negotiated locally in each municipality. How do these 
varying regulatory frameworks and conditions for practice shape teachers’ decisions 
when using learning materials? 

Second, the publishers who produce teaching materials could reflect more ethi-
cally on their products, not only economically. Of course, private publishers are re-
sponsible to boards and owners and must focus on bottom lines. Therefore, they will 
obviously produce materials that repeat spelling rules if teachers ask for it. However, 
they could enter into discussions with both practicing teachers and researchers. Pub-
lishers produce learning materials in the gap between sales, common practice, goals 
and curricula, ideals and research. It would be a desirable development if the pub-
lishers took part in turning our schools towards the 21st century, taking responsibil-
ity for establishing a higher standard for publishing-based learning materials. 

Third, our politicians set the course for the schools, and, from 2012 to 2017, the 
Danish parliament supported the schools’ purchases of ICT-supported learning ma-
terials by compensating the municipalities for 50% of the expenses for digital learn-
ing materials. Initially, all pedagogical learning materials were supported, but criteria 
such as interactivity and professional relevance were later imposed; there were no 
real pedagogical criteria, however. The initiative was successful, as it truly enforced 
the digitisation of Danish schools, but we strongly recommend that pedagogical cri-
teria such as contextualisation and meaning-orientation be introduced in the future 
to reduce the large amount of formalistic learning materials, especially in the early 
grades (see Bundsgaard, Buch, & Fougt, 2020). Politicians as well as researchers, 
teachers and publishers influence the learning material market, and therefore all 
parties should be invited to engage in the discussions and the decision-making re-
garding learning materials. 

Fourth, there is teacher education. Existing research indicates that student teach-
ers actually work critically with learning materials throughout the Danish teacher ed-
ucation, but somehow they seem to be institutionalised by schools after graduation, 
or they do not find it possible to incorporate their knowledge in their new and hectic 
teacher practice. We need much more research within this field. 

Finally, there are the researchers. The gap between research and practice could 
also indicate that we are wrong. We have investigated the learning materials but not 
the use of them in the classrooms; therefore, we do not know how teachers actually 
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use the materials. Teachers might already approach the learning materials with ped-
agogical criticism and conduct teaching that differs significantly from the content 
and intention of the learning materials. We assume—given the very little amount of 
preparation time a Danish teacher has for each lesson—that many teachers follow 
the materials and use them in a way that reflects the intended content. If this is the 
case, then our conclusions may be correct. It seems impossible to conduct contextu-
alised and meaning-oriented  teaching with very little time to prepare and with a 
large amount of learning materials pointing in another direction (see Bundsgaard, 
Buch, & Fougt, 2020). We strongly encourage more research on this matter.  

4.7 And then what? International suggestions 

As stated above, this study is the first of its kind in Denmark, where a quantitative, 
systematic and representative survey on widely used learning materials is followed 
up by a qualitative, in-depth analysis of some of the most frequently used learning 
materials. We have not been able to identify similar studies internationally. Thus, 
first and foremost, we encourage researchers in other countries or regions to con-
duct similar research, not only for L1, but for all subjects. As the learning material 
market in Denmark is open and commercial, publishers tend to keep their sales in-
formation confidential, and we have no official and systematic knowledge of sales or 
used materials (which is not always the same). Similar tendencies apply to Sweden, 
Australia, the United Kingdom, Estonia, Finland, Ireland, Italy, Norway and the Neth-
erlands. Therefore, this type of research would provide insight into which learning 
materials teachers actually use.  

Furthermore, this research could be used to characterise the learning materials 
used as we have been doing here, and this approach would also be of interest in 
countries with more centralised control of learning materials, such as France or some 
states in the United States, although there is a general tendency towards a more 
open market (Reichenberg, 2016). Due to the limited size of Denmark, and with our 
centralised control of public schools with a national curriculum, we can conduct this 
kind of research nationally. In other larger countries with decentralised school sys-
tems, like Germany or the United States, this kind of research would have to be done 
regionally.  

With this kind of national or regional research in other countries, comparative 
studies would be of importance and interest, allowing us to compare frequently used 
learning materials between countries and regions in order to learn from and be in-
spired by one another.  

As a final remark, we hope that this special issue might contribute to the profes-
sional ongoing discussions in the international L1 community on issues like “What is 
good teaching?”, “What should we teach?” and “How should we teach?”. We also 
hope that our study will help launch a discussion among teachers both in Denmark 
and internationally about the content and pedagogical approaches in learning mate-
rials.  
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LEARNING MATERIALS REFERRED TO IN THE ARTICLE 
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