
AARHUS UNIVERSITY
JUNE 2017 ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR

ARLE ANNA KARLSKOV SKYGGEBJERGDANISH SCHOOL OF EDUCATION

CHANGING CONCEPTS OF LITERATURE 
AND PEDAGOGICAL METHODS IN 

TEXTBOOKS FOR LITERATURE TEACHING



ARLE ANNA KARLSKOV SKYGGEBJERG

JUNE 2017 ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR
AARHUS UNIVERSITY

DANISH SCHOOL OF EDUCATION

One of the worst educational technologies ever 
invented was the textbook. Evidence is replete that 
textbooks do not work well. Why? Because they are 
meant to be one-size-fits-all, all-purpose solutions to 
learning.

(James Paul Gee 2015: 128)



ARLE ANNA KARLSKOV SKYGGEBJERG

JUNE 2017 ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR
AARHUS UNIVERSITY

DANISH SCHOOL OF EDUCATION

PREMISES AND CONSIDERATIONS

Very many children have their most important and influential 
reading experiences in school
Maybe, textbooks are one of the most important factors in the 

literature classroom (Gee 2015)
A textbook indicates certain tendencies and considerations 

about both literature, teacher and pupil
Popular textbooks represent dominating views on literature 

and pedagogy
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CONTEXTUAL INFORMATION

The purpose of the analysed textbooks is literature teaching in grade 4 in 
Danish L1-classrooms, the pupils are 10-11 years old

The analysed textbooks are chosen from a  much larger material

They are chosen because of their influence, popularity (among teachers) 
and their connection to shifting policy documents

This study is a part of a larger research project about textbooks and other 
teaching materials. The project is based on mixed methods (a 
combination of quantitative and qualitative studies)

 The overall research question in the mixed method-project is: How is the 
L1-subject ‘Danish’ portrayed in popular textbooks and electronic learning 
platforms? 
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EMPIRICAL MATERIAL 
TEXTBOOKS FOR 4TH GRADE

 Dig selv og … [You and …] (1977/1983) 
 Arbejd med dansk! [Work with Danish] (1986) 
 Digtning og dansk [Poetry and Danish] (1995) 
 Læs for livet [Read for life] (1998) 
 Fandango (2008)



1977

1986



1995

1998

2008
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KEY QUESTIONS

How do the selected textbooks present literature 
(which discourses are connected to the subject)?
Which types of literature and genres are included?
Which types of questions and activities are presented?
 How are the pupils’ potentials for envisionment

building and engaging in literature supported by the 
textbooks?
Historical development – surprising or?
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THE CONCEPT OF ENVISIONMENT BUILDING

Envisionment building [is] an activity in 
sense making, where meanings change 
and shift and grow as a mind creates its 
understanding of a work (..). Even after 
the last word is read (..), we are left with 
an envisionment that is also subject to 
change with additional thought, reading, 
discussion, writing, and living.

Langer 2011, p. 14-15



ARLE ANNA KARLSKOV SKYGGEBJERG

JUNE 2017 ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR
AARHUS UNIVERSITY

DANISH SCHOOL OF EDUCATION

LANGER’S MODEL OF ENVISIONMENT BUILDING

1) Being Out and Stepping into an Envisionment – understanding the text
2) Being In and Moving Through an Envisionment – testing ideas, motifs, 
feelings etc.

3) Stepping Out and Rethinking What One Knows – the envisionment
illuminates (and influences) life, and life illuminates (and influences) the 
envisionment
4) Stepping Our and Objectifying the Experience – the meta reflexive and 
critical reading
5) Internalizing the Experience



1977
You and…
Your fantasy

Different types of 
texts including
representations of 
popular culture in 
different media, 
cartoons, 
translations of
children’s literature
- together with 
historical children’s 
literature 
(canonical texts),
poetry, novels, 
short-stories, non-
fiction.
Focus on the child 
and his/her 
interests



Two 
examples of 
children’s 
literature 
written by 
children.

The title is 
“When play 
is 
dangerous”, 
and the 
genre is 
”cautionary -
tale”.



The questions and activities are 
inspired by New Criticism

Very text/picture oriented and 
analytical questions

In focus: Content, literary characters, 
language

Lack of context

Lack of creativity

The questions support the first two 
phases in Langer’s model

There are potentials in the texts, but 
the questions are quite stereotypical. 



Work with 
Danish, 1986

Focus on themes (circus and the local 
community/identity) and focus on genres 
(rhymes and chants) 

The texts are children’s literature, mostly Danish

Different texts from different historical periods, 
but many contemporary short-stories and 
pictures

Focus on context (especially in We want to live 
in… the local community)

Textual analysis and poetic creativity 
(especially in Rhymes and chants) 

Focus on children as readers and democratic 
citizens

Especially phase three in Langer’s model is 
supported.



Literature is defined as fine art

Texts and illustrations are canonical literature and 
paintings

Children’s literature is represented with a focus on 
reading and understanding

Knowledge about literature is prioritized (genres, 
literature history)

Literature teaching is integrated with language 
teaching

A lot of writing and focus on grammar and spelling

Lack of interpretation

Only phase one in Langer’s model is supported

Franz Marc, 1912

H.C.Andersen & Lorenz Frölich, 
1847



1998

All texts are fiction

Variety in genres from ancient myths to 
modern children’s literature

Focus both on canonical texts and 
contemporary (and quite experimental) texts 
for children

The texts are presented in sections with 
common themes

Very much focus on reception and playfulness

The readers are invited to participate and 
create their own versions of texts and pictures

Many different activities

No systematic interpretation

Phase three in Langer’s model is supported



Nearly all texts are modern children’s literature

The texts represent variation in themes, 
composition and language

Many picture books with complexity in the 
ikonotext (the interplay between text and 
image, Hallberg 1982)

Children’s literature and especially picture 
books are looked upon as art

All the texts are analysed with concepts from 
textual analysis (narratology)

Lack of existential perspectives and 
interpretations with focus on death, identity, 
meaning of life etc.  - although the texts 
address these themes
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 The texts in the 4.th grade textbooks are diverse – most diversity in the earliest examples

 The concept of literature is changing – from an inclusive to a more exclusive understanding 

 From the inclusion of children’s own texts, different media and popular culture in 1977 to an 
understanding of children’s literature as art 

 Children’s literature is included in all the textbooks, but with different purposes and perspectives

 The examples from 1977 and especially1986 show literature teaching as a discipline where 
personal experiences and development of a democratic citizenship are emphasized

 The examples from 1995 and 2008 show literature teaching as art education with a focus on 
scholarly understanding and concepts (parallels to real life are hardly ever made)

CONCLUSIONS  
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HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT
 According to the analysed textbooks, the concept of children’s literature has changed to 

be more connected to an understanding of children’s literature as literature and art. This 
is, of course, an acknowledgment of children’s literature, but at the same time it is quite 
a narrow definition. 

 Literature teaching on 4th grade in Denmark has become theoretical art education 
based on the training of a specialised language. Text-analytical tools and concepts –
intertextuality, meta-fiction, ikonotekst – are applied to the many of the texts in the most 
recent textbooks.

 Children’s literature has been incorporated in a school discourse, where the purpose is 
academic achievements more than reading for new experiences

 A movement from teaching with literature to teaching in literature

 Maybe, the pupils in grade 4 are the future (children’s) literature researchers….
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