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Abstract: The article compares reading literacy education in Germany and Finland using the following 
curricula and textbooks intended to ten-year-old pupils as data: Finnish National Core Curriculum for 
Basic Education and the German Bildungsstandards, as well as of three Finnish and three German text-
books. Our analytical method is critical discourse analysis, which is used for the purpose of the compari-
son. We identify three important differences in the curricula that also affect the textbooks. In our analy-
sis of the textbooks we focus on identifying their ideal readers, and, as a reflection of the differences 
between the curricula, find that these ideal readers differ between the German and Finnish data. We 
illustrate the ideal readers’ characteristics by analyzing extracts from the textbooks. The ideal reader in 
the Finnish textbooks is presented more as an independent actor who is interested in learning and 
whose prior knowledge is valuable whereas in the German textbooks the ideal reader is more depend-
ent on guidance. According to our limited data, we consider this to be one of the key elements illustrat-
ing the differences in German and Finnish educational cultures.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

From a historical point of view the German educational culture has had a great in-
fluence on the development of educational culture in Finland, and also on the di-
dactics of literacy education (Vitikka, Krokfors & Hurmerinta, 2012). Today, in in-
ternational assessments of reading literacy Finland achieves better  results than 
Germany, even though the latest PISA results show a slight convergence of average 
reading performance of 15-year-olds in both countries (improvement in Germany, 
decline in Finland; OECD, 2013).  Concerning 10-year-olds, however, PIRLS 2011 
reveals still a clear advance of Finnish pupils: 7,9 % of Finnish students were as-
sessed as weak readers in contrast to Germany’s 15,4 %. On the other hand, 18,4 % 
of the Finnish 10-year-olds and 9,5 % of the Germans were assessed as top readers 
(Tarelli et al., 2012: 13). Based on this data Finland can currently be estimated as 
more effective in improving pupils´ reading literacy than Germany.  

In this article we look into the possible differences in reading literacy education 
in Germany and Finland that might be influencing these results. Although there are 
crucial differences in the general educational structure and systems between Ger-
many and Finland which could affect the results (see e.g. Mullis et al., 2012), here 
we focus on other aspects of the two educational cultures. We suggest that in the 
analysis of the cultures of reading literacy education, at least three subject-specific 
aspects should be taken into consideration: curricula; learning materials, such as 
textbooks; and the enactment of teaching itself. We undertake a comparative anal-
ysis of curricula as well as teaching and learning materials that in many studies are 
identified as the most significant, namely textbooks (Blumberg, 2007; Heinonen, 
2005; Luukka et al., 2008).  

The assumption behind this approach is that textbooks are an important mirror 
of the educational culture in a certain domain and school system (e.g. Pingel, 2010; 
Mikk, 2000; Mayer, Sims & Tajika, 1994). First, textbooks realize curricula 
(Sulkunen, 2012: 218; Tarelli et al., 2012: 260). Second, in a less explicit but very 
important way, textbooks contain not only subject contents but also “explicit refer-
ences to a great number of rules, norms and patterns of behaviour that the adults 
believe in and wish to inculcate into the younger generation” (Pingel, 2010: 7). The 
traditions of teaching certain curricula are manifested in textbooks (Pingel, 2010). 

We see the prevailing image of the pupil as one of the key issues in our com-
parative analysis, in other words, the ways in which the pupil is seen as a learner 
and participant in pedagogical settings. Thus our main analytic aim is to identify the 
image of the pupil that is written into the curricula and the design of the books. We 
see this image as a manifestation of the ideal reader (Kress, 1985). The term ‘ideal 
reader’ refers to a certain reading position that is created by the author(s) through 
various linguistic and visual means in the text. In the process of reading, the ‘flesh 
and blood reader’ is led into the position of the ideal reader through the guidance 
of the author (Kress, 1985; Phelan, 2004). Although textbooks are partly written for 
the teacher, the direct target is the pupil. This is why the identification of the ideal 
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reader is a key issue in understanding how the perspective of the pupil is taken into 
account in the textbooks and how the educational authorities (authors of text-
books and curricula) view the competences of pupils.  

Thus we focus on the following research questions:  
1) Are there differences in curricula concerning reading literacy between Germa-

ny and Finland?  
2) If we find differences in curricula, are they reflected on the differences in the 

construction of ideal readers between Finnish and German textbooks?  
3) How can the possible differences in curricula and textbooks contribute to ex-

plaining the different outcome of reading literacy education in both countries? 
To make the comparison possible, we chose to compare curricula and textbooks for 
pupils aged 9-10 in comprehensive school. This means grade 3 in Finland and grade 
4 in Germany. According to the curricula, at this stage the basic acquisition of read-
ing as a technique is completed in both countries. In addition, German pupils are 
not yet divided into different school types, meaning that textbooks in the fourth 
grade are addressed to all kinds of pupils, as they are in Finland where all pupils 
share the same comprehensive school education, separating into different branch-
es of secondary education only at age 15 or 16.  

In what follows, we will analyze in detail the Finnish National Core Curricula for 
Basic Education (NCC, 2004) and the German Bildungsstandards (KMK, 2004) in 
order to identify the possible differences between them from the perspective of 
reading literacy. Then we turn to empirically analyzing the ideal reader embedded 
in the design and texts of the textbooks. As a data, we will use three most popular 
and widely used textbooks in Germany and Finland (a detailed criteria for the selec-
tion of the books are given in section 4). After the analysis, we discuss the conse-
quences of it for the reading literacy education. However, first we introduce our 
methodological framework. 

1.1 Methodological framework 

We approach reading as a phenomenon that is thoroughly embedded in the socio-
cognitive and situated processes of reading (Gee, 2013; Ruddell & Unrau, 2013). It 
is a cognitive process, but at the same time a socially and culturally situated activity 
that is tied to experience and action (Gee, 2013). We adopt as our starting point 
the view presented in discursive psychology (e.g. Potter & Wetherell, 1987) that 
the roots of cognitive processes originate and are developed in social situations 
where people interact with each other. Reading mediates values and beliefs of the 
surrounding environment, and is influenced by the overall and specific aims of 
reading both at the social and individual level (Gee, 2013). During the reading pro-
cess, the reader has different experiences of various real and imagined material 
and social worlds, and these experiences are always tied to the perception of the 
reader’s own internal states, feelings and body (Gee, 2013; Ruddell & Unrau, 2013).  
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Reading a textbook has its own characteristics (Ruddell & Unrau, 2013). Textbook 
reading is usually situated in classroom contexts where it is a platform for different 
beliefs and conceptions of knowledge, feelings, attitudes and dimensions of con-
trol, presented in the texts and by the teacher and pupils in this specific setting 
(Ruddell & Unrau, 2013). Textbooks are usually treated as institutional and authori-
tative sources of information and learning practices for students (Oteiza, 2003). 
However, the textbook genre is heterogeneous. Textbooks consist of various kinds 
of textual and visual material, and textbooks for mother tongue education offer the 
readers both factual and fictional texts, in addition to exercises, lists, abstracts and 
other small texts, and, more and more importantly, illustrations and other aspects 
of visual design. The actual textbook is a result of cooperation between many di-
verse actors, such as the authors and editors, including teachers or possibly other 
experts in the subject field or educational studies, and representatives of the pub-
lisher (Tainio, 2012; Müller, 2010). All texts communicate ideologies (e.g. Fair-
clough, 1989; Oteiza, 2003), and textbooks communicate ideologies concerning 
teaching and learning in particular, including representations of the identities of 
students and pupils as learners and actors in the surrounding communities of prac-
tice (Eckert & McConnel-Ginet, 1992).   

The institution of education, as illustrated in textbooks, is always constructed 
around differences of several kinds, including those of power, authority and 
knowledge (Kress, 1985; Ruddell & Unrau, 2013). From the point of view of the 
pupil, in order to be successful in schooling contexts these differences, as well as 
the modes of tackling them, should be accepted, and to some extent overcome. 
The teacher should guide pupils to adopt a particular kind of attitude towards 
teaching and learning, and thus a certain kind of a reading position (Kress, 1985). In 
educational cultures, there is a prevailing paradox of two competing aims: first, to 
create citizens who can adjust to and sustain themselves in the surrounding socie-
ty, and second, to help students to develop as active, critical, and independent ac-
tors and individuals who are able to be innovative in society (e.g. Macionis & 
Plummer, 1998). In terms of writing learning materials, this leads to two possibly 
opposing approaches: the authors should treat the pupils both as individuals with 
their own valuable experiences, and at the same time as immature young people 
who should be guided by authorities into mature adulthood and appropriate partic-
ipation in society. The writers of a textbook must resolve this paradox to be able to 
create a plausible reading position for the ideal reader, a position that can be 
treated as natural and unproblematic to the extent that the reader is ready to 
adopt it (Kress, 1985). In educational settings, there are pressures created by the 
institution itself for the readers to adopt this position, since it more likely leads to 
success in school in the eyes of the teacher (Kress, 1985).  

The term ‘ideal reader’ comes from the theoretical approach of critical dis-
course analysis (CDA, e.g. Fairclough, 1989; Janks, 1997; Oteiza, 2003). CDA sees 
language as a social practice that mediates, contests, recreates and identifies dif-
ferences, and it treats written texts as unities of various linguistic, semiotic and 
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visual features (Janks, 1997). In CDA, texts are always seen as attempts to have a 
reader accept the dominant reading position constructed in the text with the help 
of linguistic features and other aspects of text and visual design (Kress, 1985; Kress 
& van Leeuwen, 2006). The construction of the ideal reader should be powerful 
enough to convince the reader; s/he should believe that the competing ideologies 
embedded in the text and in its contexts are resolved if the reader adopts the of-
fered, dominant position (Mills, 1995). The concept of ‘ideal reader’ bears a resem-
blance to the concepts of ‘authorial audience’ by Phelan (2004) or ‘implied reader’ 
by Chatman (1988) that have been created for the purpose of analyzing reader po-
sitions when reading fiction. With these approaches, in the reading process, the 
‘flesh and blood readers’ are assumed to achieve these positions. In the analysis of 
narrative texts, these positions are also regarded as platforms for embedded moral 
and ideological goals (Phelan, 2004). In an empirical study by Macken-Horarik 
(2003), the written responses of actual readers have been found to closely parallel 
the author’s construction of the ideal reader.  

In this article we intend to identify the ideal reader in the reading literacy text-
books for pupils in Finland and Germany with the help of critical discourse analysis. 
The ideal reader is constructed in the texts by repetitions, by representing the 
same or similar ideological features to an extent that the features become natural-
ized and are finally taken as the legitimate and natural state of affairs (Fairclough, 
1989). This makes repetition an influential means of mediating ideological dis-
courses that impose cultural meanings and structure readers’ perceptions (Oteiza, 
2003). In the analysis we take into consideration the driving force behind the text-
books, namely the official curricula, and illustrate the dominant reading position of 
the ideal reader by analyzing textbook extracts that exemplify the ways in which 
the ideal readers are recurrently constructed in the textbooks.  

Our approach is a comparative one, and we use comparison as a method for 

explanation (Esser, 2012). As already mentioned, we made sure that the chosen 

objects of comparison – curricula, textbooks and textbook items – were equivalent. 
Concerning the textbook analysis, we apply the concept of ideal reader as a tertium 
comparationis. In practice, we read and analyzed carefully the six textbooks that 
we had chosen as our data, to find out the most significant elements that are both 
based on the curriculum analysis and form the basis for the identification of an ide-
al reader of each of the textbooks. Then we identified the most significant ele-
ments reflecting the formation of ideal readers that were common in all three 
books in Finnish (Author 1) and, vice versa, in all German textbooks (Winkler). After 
that we double checked the analysis conducted by the other researcher (Winkler 
through translations to English by Tainio; Tainio with her limited access to German 
with the supplementary help by Winkler), and compared the analyses of Finnish 
and German data. After this double checking and comparison we identified and 
chose the examples that were the most representative in respect to the differences 
we found out in the analysis. As a result, we compare the chosen objects as possi-
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ble explanatory variables that can help to better understand the contexts of differ-
ent outcomes in reading literacy education. Thus, the description of differences 
cannot end in itself, but must lead to interpretative inferences (Esser, 2012; King et 
al., [1994] 2012; Schriewer, 2003). 

Our comparison is not made possible only by having data from two different 
countries but also by the backgrounds of the two researchers. Each of us comes 
from a certain national educational culture. So a ‘foreign view’ on the data of each 
country was implemented in the research process, and challenged teaching pat-
terns that seemed to be familiar and self-evident from a national point of view. This 
means that our findings, at least to a certain extent, mirror a process of intersub-
jective and intercultural negotiation and comprehension (investigator triangulation, 
e.g. Flick, 2010: 444). 

2. CURRICULUM ANALYSIS 

In Germany each federal state has its own curricula. Nevertheless, efforts have 
been made to ensure a uniform quality of education in all federal states. One 
means of doing so was the 2004 implementation of national education standards 
(Bildungsstandards) for several subjects and class levels. The Bildungsstandards 
describe expected performance at an average proficiency level. The curricula of the 
federal states have to be geared to the national Bildungsstandards. Our analysis of 
German curricula is based on the Bildungsstandards for the subject of German in 
grade 4 (in Germany, end of primary school; pupils aged 9-10). Reading and text 

comprehension is one of four core areas in German lessons.
1
 In our analysis we 

focus on this part of the Bildungsstandards. 
In Finland every school creates its own local curriculum which, however, is al-

ways based on the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (NCC, 2004), the 
main document for steering, instructing and guiding education in comprehensive 
school. It can be regarded as an administrative document as well as an intellectual 
document defining culturally significant knowledge, and as a pedagogical docu-
ment, providing pedagogical advice and support (Vitikka, Krokfors & Hurmerinta, 
2012). The NCC describes the objectives and core content for teaching of six lan-
guages as mother tongues in Finnish basic education, but here we focus on Finnish, 
since 90% of the population in Finland speaks Finnish as their mother tongue (see 
also Tainio & Grünthal, 2012). The objectives, core content and description of good 
performance are divided in the NCC’s section for mother tongue and literature for 
grades 1-2, 3-5 and 6-9. With regard to reading literacy education in this article, the 
aforesaid description pertains to the end of the fifth grade, and is the main source 
of data for the analysis (NCC, 2004: 47-50).  

                                                                 
1 The other core areas (German: Kompetenzbereiche) of mother tongue education in Germa-
ny are writing, speaking and listening, and reflection on language. 



 CONSTRUCTION OF IDEAL READER IN GERMAN AND FINNISH TEXTBOOKS 7 

In PIRLS 2011, experts from each country provide an analysis of the country’s read-
ing curriculum in the fourth grade. According to the summary of these analyses, the 
Finnish and German curricula show many similarities and resemble the curricula of 
most other countries in essential ways, for example, in that “students should be 
able to read with comprehension […] a variety of text types […] identifying main 
ideas (and secondary information), acquiring information, and being able to discuss 
opinions about what had been read” (Mullis et al., 2012: 12). In addition to the 
functional aspects, both the Finnish Curriculum and German Bildungsstandards 
agree that mother tongue education contributes essentially to pupils’ encultura-
tion, including the acquisition of membership in the literacy community (KMK, 
2004: 6; NCC, 2004: 44). These similarities are not surprising, because reading liter-
acy research and assessment is an international task with results that are also in-
ternationally received. So differences, if they exist, are hidden, for instance in the 
way certain aspects are stressed or neglected. In our analysis we found three es-
sential aspects that differ between German and Finnish curricula.  

The first difference concerns the range of the texts pupils should learn to read. 
Both the Finnish curriculum and German Bildungsstandards recognize that in the 
age of multimedia, texts appear not only in paper form, but also through other me-
dia, for instance TV or the internet. Pupils aged 10 in both countries are expected 
to have acquired a basic knowledge of different media. In spite of this general con-
sensus, however, the Finnish National Curriculum mirrors a broader conception of 
the encompassed texts, since it refers, at least implicitly, to the relevance of multi-
modal texts: 

The subject’s foundation is a broad conception of text: texts are spoken and written, 
imaginative and factual, verbal, figurative, vocal, and graphic – or combinations of 
these text types. (NCC, 2004: 44; underline LT/IW) 

Also the stated objectives and core content refer to the relevance of multimodal 
texts. The objectives require that the pupils “learn to work with text environments 
in which words, illustrations, and sounds interact” (NCC, 2004: 47). According to 
the core content, this aim can be reached for example by  

anticipating the content and structure of texts on the basis of illustrations, headings, 
and prior knowledge and reading experiences (NCC, 2004: 48; underline LT/IW). 

Thus, Finnish pupils not only become familiar with multimodal texts, but are ex-
pected to use and combine actively and purposefully the different modes of infor-
mation. In the German Bildungsstandards nothing similar is mentioned. We em-
phasize this difference because it will be relevant for the analysis as well as for the 
conception of textbooks, which can be seen as multimodal texts as well (Bezemer 
& Kress, 2008). 

Second, the Finnish National Core Curriculum and German Bildungsstandards 
treat differently the question on how reading strategies are embedded in the pro-
cess of fostering reading literacy. As mentioned, the curricula agree on the general 
essentials of acquiring reading literacy, as well as on the relevance of reading strat-
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egies. According to educational researchers, reading strategies should always be 
chosen in relation to the purpose of reading; i.e., the selection of the strategy is 
dependent on the aim of the learning or performance (cf. Artelt et al., 2010: 78). 
For the learning process this means that the acquisition of reading strategies can-
not be separated from the aims of reading. Against this background it seems to be 
important that only the Finnish Core Curriculum stresses the relevance of reading 
purposes. One of its objectives postulates that the pupils will “learn to choose ap-
propriate reading for different purposes” (NCC, 2004: 47). Knowledge of the inter-
dependence of reading aims and reading strategies may lie behind the German 
Bildungsstandards, but this important relationship in terms of learning contexts is 
not brought out clearly and explicitly. 

Third, the Finnish and German reading curricula both refer to the role of (prior) 
knowledge in the reading process, but there are significant differences in how this 
knowledge is taken into account in the description of objectives. It is recognized in 
the literature that reading is a process of construction characterized by the pro-
gressive connection of text information with prior knowledge (van Dijk & Kintsch, 
1983; Alvermann et al., 2013). The quality of prior knowledge significantly influ-
ences the quality of text comprehension (e. g. Ruddell & Unrau, 2013). The Finnish 
Core Curriculum strongly emphasizes taking into account the pupils’ (prior) 
knowledge. In the German Bildungsstandards, pupils are also expected to acquire 
knowledge, for instance, about texts, authors, and genres. In the Finnish Core Cur-
riculum, however, the pupils are not only expected to acquire knowledge, but also 
to use it for deeper understanding. For example, the core content contains the idea 
of both understanding and using key literary concepts (NCC, 2004: 49). Both curric-
ula request that pupils activate their prior knowledge when dealing with texts; 
however in the Finnish Core Curriculum the crucial step of knowledge elaboration – 
drawing conclusions, and knowledge-based reflection on texts – is explained and 
thus stressed whereas in the Bildungsstandards it remains only implicit, as shown in 
Table 1. 

Table 1. Dealing with prior knowledge according to German and Finnish curricula 

 
German Bildungsstandards (KMK 2004) 

 
Finnish National Core Curriculum (NCC 2004) 

 
 
The pupils develop and express their 
own ideas and opinions about a text (p. 
12; translation IW). 

 

“The pupils … will become accustomed both to 
considering and expressing ideas awakened by 
texts, and to connecting them with their own 
lives and environment” (p. 47). 

 The pupils “distinguish opinion in age-
appropriate texts and consider the texts’ de-
pendability and meaning for themselves” (p. 49). 
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This observation is interesting with respect to the PIRLS 2011 results. According to 
them (Bos et al., 2012: 115-117), German pupils perform significantly worse in 
knowledge-based text comprehension (reflection on texts) than in text-based com-
prehension (finding information and understanding the ideas of the text). In con-
trast, Finnish pupils perform much better in knowledge-based comprehension than 
the Germans.  

To sum up, the Finnish National Core Curriculum and German Bildungsstand-
ards share the general concepts and objectives of improving pupils’ reading literacy 
and fostering their enculturation. The differences emerge in the explicitness of the 
description of certain objectives. The Finnish Curriculum pays more attention to 
certain aspects that – according to reading research – can be seen as important for 
the improvement of reading literacy, such as emphasizing the purpose of reading, 
the significance of reading different genres, including multimodal texts, and the 
acknowledgement of pupils’ prior knowledge. Now we turn to the analysis of text-
books to determine if the differences in the curricula are reflected in the textbooks. 

3. TEXTBOOK ANALYSIS 

Our textbook data consists of three Finnish and three German mother tongue edu-
cation textbooks for 10-year-old pupils. The textbooks are in line with the Finnish 
National Curriculum as well as German Bildungsstandards and the curricula of the 
federal states they are used in. Textbooks in Germany even have to be formally 
accepted by the educational administrations of the federal states (e. g. Tarelli et al., 
2012: 260). In Finland there is no external review of textbooks (Sulkunen, 2012: 
218). 

In Finland “textbooks in the mother tongue are the primary materials for teach-
ing reading“ (Sulkunen, 2012: 218)). We chose Kirjakuja (‘The Alley of Books‘, 
2009), Kulkuri (‘The wanderer‘, 2009) and Vipunen (2006), all from the textbook 

series currently and widely used in grades 3 to 6 in Finland
2
. Each of them inte-

grates items of reading, language education and literature. The structure of the 
textbooks is often objective oriented, that is, there is a common theme that is 
learned through a systematic and gradually deepening introduction presented in 
larger sections. For example, in the section entitled “In the path of knowledge” 
(‘Tiedon tiellä’, in Kulkuri (2009: 46-63), see the Finnish examples 2 and 3) the task 
is to learn more about seeking information and reading factual texts. The textbook 
chapters in all three textbooks are closely interrelated, as they are embedded in a 

                                                                 
2 In the most recent studies, Kirjakuja and Kulkuri have been found to be the most widely 
used textbooks series both in PIRLS questionnaire and a more recent Textmix questionnaire; 
Vipunen was ranked third in the Textmix questionnaire, and fifth in the PIRLS questionnaire 
(Sulkunen, personal communication 2.2.2014, based on PIRLS results with 139 teachers; re-
sults from the questionnaire in Textmix-project with 196 teachers in November 2013, see 
[http://blogs.helsinki.fi/textmixblogi/] and Tainio, Karvonen & Routarinne, forthcoming). 
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fictional framework story or present the same humorous fictional characters 
throughout the book. The framework story and the fictional characters can be 
found in all volumes of a textbook series; i.e. the pupils can thus gradually become 
familiar with the fictional world and characters and, as a consequence, with the 
textbooks. In Finland the groups of textbook authors not only consist of teaching 
experts but also of famous writers of children’s fiction as well as artists. The design 
of the textbooks aims to create a textually and visually coherent entity. 

In Germany there is quite a wide range of commercially distributed textbooks. 
Teachers choose textbooks for classroom work from a list of books approved in the 
respective federal state. We selected three textbooks that are widely accepted by 
the federal states, also in the federal state with the largest population (Nordrhein-

Westfalia), and which come from well-respected textbook publishers
3
: Jo-Jo (2012), 

Piri (2010) and Tinto (2008). Each is topic-oriented, i.e. it integrates different con-
tent and learning objectives under the umbrella of a topic that is set by the title of 
the chapter, e. g. “Media,“ “Dragons,“ “In the Dark“). Piri and Tinto combine read-
ing and language units in the same volume whereas Jo-Jo has a separate volume for 
the objectives of reading literacy and literary socialization. 

We identified three points where the Finnish and German curricula were differ-
ent from each other, providing a good starting point for our textbook analysis. First, 
to illustrate the range of texts and the consideration of pupils’ prior knowledge in 
the construction of the ideal reader of the textbook, we have selected extracts that 
demonstrate how knowledge of new media is taken into account in the text and 
design of the books. This is critical from the point of view of constructing the ideal 
reader since it reveals beliefs concerning pupils’ ability to acquire and use 
knowledge. Second, to illustrate the ways in which the reading strategies are taken 
into account, we have selected extracts about guidance for reading factual texts. 
This gives us information about the beliefs concerning the ideal reader as a learner 
of reading strategies. Third, although both curricula agree on the importance of 
contributing to pupils’ enculturation, particularly to the acquisition of membership 
in the literacy community, this aim is presented differently in Finnish and German 
textbooks. To illustrate the different ways in which pupils are guided into acquiring 
membership in the literacy community, we have chosen extracts from the text-
books where the use of libraries is introduced to the reader. These extracts show 
us the character of the cultural life that the ideal reader is willing to join and the 
role s/he is to adopt in this sphere of life. All of these extracts represent the overall 
construction of the ideal reader that can be found in other sections of textbooks 
through recurrent repetitions. 

                                                                 
3 There is no information available about the de-facto use of the chosen textbooks in German 
classes. 
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Example 1: Consideration of prior knowledge 
One of the important questions in designing effective teaching is how to take into 
consideration the prior knowledge of students. According to Vygotsky (1978), to 
foster learning it is necessary to identify the level of the actual development of the 
learner in order to estimate the level of the potential development that the learner 
is able to reach with guidance. If the level of the actual development and the quali-
ty and amount of prior knowledge is inaccurate, that is, under- or overestimated, 
the learner can easily become frustrated. To illustrate the differences between the 
estimation of the German and Finnish learners constructed in the textbooks, we 
selected extracts that illustrate the use of the internet and computers in textbooks. 
In all of the textbooks examined it was taken as given that pupils deal with com-
puters and search for information on the internet, and the next two examples illus-
trate most clearly the spirit of these extracts. 

The Finnish extract comes from Kirjakuja (2009: 27). In the preceding section of 
the book there is information about the characteristics of factual texts. Additional-
ly, pupils can find guidance for reading such texts and using them for seeking in-
formation. The specific context of this extract is an introduction to how to search 
for information and prepare a presentation for an audience. The pupil in the pic-
ture – a familiar character from the framework story – has chosen lynxes as his 
topic. At the left side, on a blue background is a text about how to act when you 
search for information on the internet (“In the internet you have to use infor-
mation search programs. At the beginning you might need help from an adult.”) 
The focus pupil sits in front of a computer in a library, concentrating on the task 
(“Lynx…Search…”); the adult behind him is a librarian (also familiar from the 
framework story) who is observing the pupil, thinking “It seems to be going fine.”  

The information is embedded in both the visual design and the texts; this we 
found to be very typical of the Finnish textbooks.  All in all there are more visualiza-
tions, including comics, and non-linear texts written for instructional purposes in 
the Finnish books than German ones. That leads to an impression that the ideal 
reader in Finnish books is expected to be more visually oriented, a tendency that 
will also be demonstrated in the following examples. In picture 1 the ideal learner 
is a pupil capable of using a computer, finding information on the internet and 
reading multimodal texts; the role of the adult is to act as a guide if needed. The 
learning is not restricted to the context of the school and to the interaction be-
tween the teacher and the student. Moreover, the learner is an active, independ-
ent student who also works on his task outside of school; the learner has a consid-
erable amount of prior knowledge, including competence in using computers and 
functioning in a library, as well as motivation to search for information on the spe-
cific topic that interests him, lynxes. This construction of the learner reflects the 
Finnish curriculum, where the argument of pupils’ learning “on the basis of their 
existing structure of knowledge” (NCC, 2004: 16) is clearly presented, in contrast to 
the Bildungsstandards.  
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Picture 1. Consideration of prior knowlegde – Finnish (Kirjakuja 2009, 27). 

 

In the German example from Piri (2010: 39) (see Picture 2) we can see the image of 
a pupil, the ideal reader, that was very typical of the German textbooks. On the one 
hand, the German textbooks seem to underestimate what pupils know, and on the 
other, they expect them to possess more knowledge than most 10-year-olds. The 
example is embedded in an item about media. The selected page explains what the 
internet is and how one can use it. The first impression is that of a very text-laden 
item. Using the textbook is a demanding reading task. The illustrations do not help 
the pupils to better understand the text. The ideal reader is expected to be able to 
read a large amount of text without further support. In the actual tasks on the page 
the pupils are asked to explain the words ”internet address,” ”homepage” and 
”link” (task no. 1). So the 10-year-olds are assumed to lack even the most basic 
knowledge about the internet. This kind of ideal reader can also be found in the 
next paragraph where the authors explain what an e-mail is and what an e-mail 
address looks like. On the other hand, the learners are asked to reflect upon the 
advantages and disadvantages of the internet (task no. 2 and no. 3) and to compare 
emails and letters (task no. 6). So they would need to have some prior knowledge 
about the internet and about different ways of communication to complete these 
tasks, and not only on a general, surface level. However, learners who must be told 
the basics about the internet cannot fulfil this request at the same time. Further-
more, learners who have enough media experience that they are able to reflect 
upon the advantages and disadvantages of the internet must feel underestimated 
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with respect to the information given on this page. This means that the textbook 
authors have hardly managed to create a plausible reading position for the ideal 
reader. Thus, textbooks that overestimate or underestimate pupils’ prior 
knowledge provide too much or too little support, and at the same time do not 
offer a suitable connection between the individuals’ experiences as a pre-condition 
of learning and the realization of learning objectives.

4
  

Picture 2. Consideration of prior knowledge – Geman (Piri 2010, 39) 

 

©Ernst Klett Verlag GmbH 

                                                                 
4
 The same problem can be seen in the two other books. E. g. Tinto (2008: 64) implies a book 

presentation that is very regulative on the one hand but lack essential support on the other 
hand. JoJo also shows a contradictory handling of prior knowledge, and combines pages with 
well-known basic information (2012: 122) and tasks requiring a demanding information 
search (2012: 177 bottom). 
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Example 2: Fostering reading strategies 
Recent literature on reading research has strongly emphasized the teaching and 
learning of reading strategies (e. g. Artelt et al., 2010). This is also reflected in cur-
ricula in several countries, as is shown in the PIRLS 2011 analysis (Mullis et al., 
2012: 12-14). In it, the reading strategies (called as comprehension strategies) are 
divided into four main categories: focusing and retrieving explicitly stated infor-
mation; making straightforward inferences; interpreting and integrating ideas and 
information; and examining and evaluating content, language, and textual ele-
ments (Mullis et al., 2012: 34). In the PISA study, reading literacy is defined as “un-
derstanding, using, reflecting on and engaging with written texts, in order to 
achieve one’s goals, to develop one’s knowledge and potential, and to participate 
in society” (OECD, 2013: 176), which means that the ability to apply strategies is 
emphasized. Some German L1 education research have critically reflected on the 
PISA-influenced (mis-)understanding of reading literacy as a mainly strategy-driven 
competence, and on its expression in learning materials (Spinner, 2005). Our com-
parison shows very different applications for fostering reading strategies in German 
and Finnish textbooks. 

Picture 3. Fostering reading strategies – Finnish (Kulkuri 2009, 57). 
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Picture 3 is included in Kulkuri, in the larger section where children (familiar from 
the framework story) are searching for information about bats because their friend 
has asked them an interesting question about these animals. Preceding this extract, 
the children have been asked the question, have gone to the library to searching 
information (see Picture 6), have borrowed factual books and have begun to read 
them in order to gain the knowledge they need. In other words, the activity of 
reading factual texts is embedded in a (fictional) context where seeking the infor-
mation is well motivated.  

Just preceding the picture 3 the authors present a visually well-designed intro-
duction to factual books: information about pictures, texts, captions, key words 
(bold-faced), as well as indexes and their use when searching for information 
(Kulkuri, 2009: 54-56; see also Kirjakuja, 2009: 24-26). Every page features smaller 
tasks and exercises on the sub-topics. In this picture, the way of reading a factual 
text is presented as a more visual and abstract summary of earlier information. 
Again, the presentation is visually oriented; the figure showing the steps in the pro-
cess of reading is accompanied by only a few short textual instructions. The illus-
trated reader of the text is motivated, and seems to enjoy the activity of reading.  

In this example, seeking information and reading factual texts is done for a pur-
pose. The ideal reader constructed here is interested in information and in the 
ways in which the information is presented and acquired in factual books. Further-
more, the reading is also fun. The ideal reader is an active learner who enjoys read-
ing while developing metacognitive, procedural knowledge of the process of read-
ing and information seeking. This clearly reflects the Finnish curriculum which em-
phasizes pupils’ ability to anticipate the content and the structure of the text on 
the basis of headings, prior knowledge and reading experience (NCC, 2004: 48).  

The German example for fostering readings strategies (picture 4) comes from 
Jo-Jo. Upon first view it seems very similar to the Finnish example (picture 3), as 
both offer a list of hints for strategy-driven reading (“hints to understand texts bet-
ter”). Even the hints are much the same.  

Below the surface, however, the example from Jo-Jo differs from the Finnish 
example. The item concerning reading strategies is not embedded in the topic-
oriented chapters of the ’heart’ of the textbook. We find it in the appendix, as a 
kind of systematic summary concerning the use of reading strategies. The list of 
hints (picture 4) is on the first page of the item and is related to a short factual text 
about dinosaurs on the next page. The following exercises go through the list of 
hints step by step and apply them to the dinosaur text about. Several expected 
’correct’ answers are given in the section.  
 
The positioning of the item in the appendix is one reason why the required reading 
activities are free of a situational context (Gee, 2013). The textbook gives no reason 
why it should be worthwhile or necessary to read and understand the text about 
dinosaurs. This is a crucial difference compared to the Finnish example. Additional-
ly, the given ”hints to understand texts better” are not connected with certain 
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types of texts (factual texts). At the bottom of the page shown here (picture 4) pu-
pils are told to use the given hints with the different types of texts (principle of ”tri-
al and error”). Only at the very end of the item (Jo-Jo, 2012: 193) are the pupils 
informed that which advice is useful or not depends on the text. Thus, the essential 
interrelation between text, reading aim and the usefulness of the reading strate-
gies is neglected. 

Picture 4. Fostering reading strategies – German (Jojo 2012, 185) 

 
Jo-Jo Lesebuch 4 © 2012, Cornelsen Verlag, Berlin 

 
In the German example the illustrations in the chosen item offer only minimal help 
in understanding the texts. Mainly, the illustrations are for reasons of design or 
amusement as on the page shown in picture 4. 

The ideal reader in this example is interested in understanding texts better and 
is willing to practice for this purpose. For these exercises s/he does not need a so-
cial context or a reading aim. S/he is willing to accept the guidance and objectives 
set by the textbook and, slightly contrarily, to reflect on the usefulness of the read-
ing strategies. This ideal reader is very similar to the image of the pupil who Spin-
ner (2005) criticizes as a German answer to PISA – the image of a pupil engaged in 
guided training instead of self-regulated problem solving. So from this view, the 
oversimplifications in the German example might rather be a consequence of slight 
misunderstanding of the PISA results than a reason for the unsatisfactory German 
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achievement. The Finnish example in this chapter illustrates that there are alterna-
tives to this misunderstanding of fostering reading strategies. 

Example 3: Acquiring membership in the literacy community  
As mentioned above, one of the purposes of mother tongue education is to sup-
port pupils’ enculturation. Since reading is a socio-cultural process situated in its 
social context (Gee, 2013), it is important to be able to enjoy literacy culture. This 
means that it must be possible for students to find a reading community and join it. 
Since the aims of mother tongue education are not restricted to classroom con-
texts, the education should help the pupil to become an active member of cultural 
life and the literacy community outside of school as well. To illustrate these at-
tempts in the textbooks, we present two examples that show how pupils in Finland 
and Germany are introduced to the use of a library. This, and also the role of the 
library as a space for entering the cultural life of the community, are represented 
quite differently in the two countries.  

The German example (picture 5) is a single page again from the appendix of Jo-
Jo. The page offers information on how to use a library. Again we do not have an 
embedding of the reading-related activities in a situation that gives meaning to 
using a library. 

The rather long text above the illustration sums up the ”dos” and ”don’ts”  of li-
brary use. It is a list of behavior rules that creates the impression that you can 
make many mistakes when using a library, e.g.: 

 ”Be careful that you don’t lose your user card to avoid misuse.” 

 ”You must pay a fee when you return books and other items too late.” 

 ”There are specific rules for each library’s use – ask for an explanation of 
these.” 

The page seems to be illustrated very sparingly and the text dominates. The picture 
shows a single pupil at a computer desk in a library. The library is shown not as a 
place to meet friends, not a place of cultural life, but as a place to work alone. It 
seems quite interesting that the single learner here is a representative of minorities 
in a double sense. Very familiar from a German point of view but very strange to 
Finnish eyes, the signs on the bookshelves label the books in terms of the recom-
mended reading age (e.g. up to 10 years; 10 years and up). So even this can seem 
an overregulation of library use. 
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Picture 5. Use of a library – German (Jojo 2012, 180) 

 
Jo-Jo Lesebuch 4 © 2012, Cornelsen Verlag, Berlin 
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The ideal reader in this example is a pupil who needs guidance to use a library and 
who wants to be well informed about the rules of library use and not its possibili-
ties. S/he has dared to visit a library despite it appearing to be a lonely place where 
many mistakes can be made.  

In contrast to the image of a German library illustrated by Jo-Jo, a Finnish library 
is, according to the Kulkuri textbook, a lively place with many different kinds of 
people and activities. Here the children from the framework story go to the library 
to find out about bats. This contextually motivated activity is used by the authors of 
the book to introduce and describe a library. Again, most of the information is giv-
en visually. Beneath the picture are tasks that help to make clear relevant elements 
in the library in terms of how to use it.  

In picture 6 the sphere of cultural life offered by the library is manifold. The li-
brary users are able to read, and obtain information from books, journals, the in-
ternet and the librarian; they can paint, listen to music, borrow books, and find out 
about other cultural activities (e.g. wall posters advertising local theatre events). 
But most importantly, the library is full of active people – children, and adults, in-
cluding the elderly. Furthermore, in the library you can find fictional characters 
popular in children’s literature and Finnish children’s culture, such as Winnie the 
Pooh (created by E.A. Milne), Moomin characters (by Tove Jansson), Alfons Åberg 
(by Gunilla Bergström) and Puppy (by Eric Hill). These visual intertextual references 
invite pupils enter to the literacy community. To use this rich illustration for further 
learning purposes, tasks are offered to pupils under the picture. These are intellec-
tually quite demanding; for example, the pupils are, asked to find the right book-
shelf for information about Denmark, bats, airplanes and violins. On the book-
shelves are signs referring to different fields such as geography, philosophy, sci-
ence, society, technology, and arts. The pupils are expected to study the picture 
and understand these abstract categories to the extent that they can situate the 
specific objects in them. 

The ideal reader and learner created here is, once again, an active young person 
who is interested in culture, especially literature. S/he also has prior knowledge 
about the categorization of information in specific subject domains. Further s/he is 
invited into the cultural life of the surrounding literacy community and is willing to 
join it. S/he is also able to acquire information visually and through texts, and the 
learning is created as an enjoyable activity (see also Vipunen, 2006: 22-23, Kirjakuja 
2009:11-13, 52-53, 68-69). 
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Picture 6. Use of a library – Finnish (Kulkuri 2005, 50-51). 

 

4. DISCUSSION  

Conducting a comparative analysis between two educational cultures is a demand-
ing project with many possible pitfalls (e.g. Schriewer, 2003). Also the large scale 
international evaluations, such as PISA, have been criticized, for example, in their 
ability to compare and rank countries adequately (e.g., Goldstein, 2004; Kreiner &. 
Christensen, 2014). The starting point of this article was the assumption that na-
tional curricula and textbooks are a significant mirror of educational cultures. To 
prove this assumption it was necessary to ascertain concepts and methodology 
suitable for a comparative analysis of this kind of data. In our view, an appropriate 
approach is to reconstruct the ideal reader by conducting critical discourse analysis 
of national curricula and textbooks. 

To identify the ideal reader and learner that we see as predominant in German 
and Finnish educational cultures, we first analyzed curricula and the possible dif-
ferences between the Finnish core curriculum and German Bildungsstandards. We 
found only a few, but crucial, differences that we used as a starting point for our 
analysis of the textbook data. First of all, we noted a difference in the range of text 
types that pupils are expected to learn to read. Multimodal texts in particular were 
taken into account differently in the two curricula. This difference is reflected in all 
textbook examples. In the Finnish textbooks the illustrations are part of the instruc-
tion. Most Finnish textbook pages must be read as multimodal texts, i.e. as a pur-
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poseful combination of words and pictures. In German textbooks the illustration is 
mainly for amusement. Second, we found differences in the emphasis on introduc-
ing reading strategies together with the explicated references to the purposes of 
reading. To illustrate these differences we analyzed extracts that introduce to pu-
pils the reading strategies for factual texts as well as the examples of introducing 
the library where the purpose of reading for enjoyment was treated quite differ-
ently between the two cultures. Third, we identified a crucial difference in taking 
into account pupils’ prior knowledge, and its emphasis. This was observable in all 
examples, particularly in the first and third examples. Referring to the analysis 
above, we claim that even if some differences were found in the curricula, the dif-
ferences were much more salient in the textbooks. We have summarized the most 
obvious differences found in the Table 2. 

Table 2. Differences between Finnish and German textbooks  

 
Finnish 

 
German 

 
Objective oriented (e.g. finding and deepen-
ing information) 

 
Topic oriented (e.g. “Summer“, “Media“) 

Course of instruction, contextually motivat-
ed, problem-oriented, coherent composition 
of elements 

“Islands“ of learning; connections are not 
presented clearly; e. g. reading strategies in 
the appendix 

Visual presentations as part of instruction, 
textbook as multimodal text 
Illustration as an equal source of infor-
mation 
Reading pictures as a textbook task, drawing 
inferences from pictures  

Pictures are of minimal help in understand-
ing 
 
Illustration as an element of design, for 
amusement 

Purpose of reading is clear, embedded in the 
context 

General reading aims, no embedding in con-
texts 

 
The main result of our study, however, is the identification of the prevailing ideal 
reader projected by the curricula and the textbooks. The ideal reader, and since the 
data consist of textbooks, the ideal learner, is, according to our analysis, quite dif-
ferent between Germany and Finland. In Finland, the ideal reader is a child who is 
interested in learning, who is able to gain information both visually from the illus-
tration and by reading the texts, whose prior knowledge is valuable and important, 
and who is an active and independent member of the literacy culture. In contrast 
to this, in Germany the ideal reader and learner is a child who is willing to learn but 
needs and accepts a considerable amount of guidance, who has a limited amount 
of prior knowledge, and who, in the other hand, is able to read long texts without 
much help from the visual design. 
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All in all it seems there are minor differences in the way German and Finnish cul-
ture introduce and exploit the possibilities of multimodal texts, emphasize the im-
portance of reading strategies, and invite pupils to be members of literacy culture. 
However, the most significant difference we identified was in the treatment of pri-
or knowledge and thus in the importance of respecting pupils’ own life experiences 
in the school culture. We found the authors of Finnish textbooks to ground the in-
formation and knowledge much more on pupils’ prior knowledge and to create 
more reasonably the level of this knowledge in the texts and illustration than the 
authors of German textbooks.  

Our comparison only focuses on reading literacy education in two countries, il-
lustrated with a few examples of data. This means that the extent to which we can 
generalize these findings is limited. Thus we hesitate to claim causal interrelations 
between the outcome of reading literacy education and our findings concerning 
the particular characteristics of curricula and textbooks (Lieberson, 1991; Ragin, 
[1987] 2012). However, our results can be used to illustrate the slightly different 
socio-cultural contexts of reading instruction in Finnish and German mother tongue 
education in primary schools. Clearly, the analysis of textbooks and curricula says 
little about the characteristics and quality of actual teaching in the classroom. The 
chosen variables, however, can be seen as elements of national educational cul-
tures and in this respect mirror beliefs about teaching reading literacy. The differ-
ences concerning the treatment of pupils’ prior knowledge seem to be particularly 
crucial from this point of view. Based on the analysis of the differences of the ideal 
reader between German and Finnish textbooks, we can hypothesize that correla-
tions exist between the ideal textbook reader and the flesh and blood pupils and 
their average success in acquiring reading literacy. Nevertheless, further research 
including more countries and taking more explanatory variables into account (e.g. 
Esser, 2012: 33) is necessary to prove this hypothesis. 
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