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Abstract 

The aim of this study is to investigate the view of literature in the policy documents 

for upper-secondary school: Läroplan, examensmål och gymnasiegemensamma 

ämnen för gymnasieskolan 2011 (Lgy 11), and The Common European Framework 

of Reference for Languages (GERS). The primary focus is on the view of literature 

expressed in the syllabi for the Swedish and English subjects in GY11. The 

commentary material about these subject syllabi, published by the Swedish Ministry 

of Education, will also be consulted. The idea is that an analysis of the steering 

documents for the Swedish school will show how literature should be used and 

motivated in Swedish upper secondary school. These findings are applied to the 

analysis of two short stories in an attempt to highlight the differences in literary goals 

and show how literature could be used in the English and Swedish subject.                     

     Although the Swedish subject syllabus is more explicit about the role and value of 

literature than the English subject syllabus, neither one sufficiently justifies or 

motivates the study of literature. Nevertheless, my literary examples show how 

literary studies might be conducted in both subjects according to the directives that 

can be found in the syllabi.  
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Introduction 

A society that wants to foster the just treatment of all its members has strong reasons 

to foster an exercise of the compassionate imagination that crosses social boundaries, 

or tries to. And this means caring about literature (Nussbaum, 92).  

 

This passage is from Martha Nussbaum’s Cultivating Humanity: A Classical Defense of Reform 

in Liberal Education. Nussbaum is a strong advocate of literature as a tool for compassion and 

understanding of other people. She thinks that, through literature, we can achieve an openness 

and responsiveness that go beyond cultural stereotypes. If Nussbaum is right, that literature is an 

“expansion of sympathies that real life cannot cultivate sufficiently” (111), the role of literature in 

Swedish schools should be well-motivated, partly in reference to its power to enhance 

democracy, which is the foundation of Swedish schools. However, the role of literature is not 

well-motivated or properly justified in steering documents for upper-secondary school. What is 

more, many researchers and scholars in America and Europe have investigated the question why 

we should study literature in school (Jan Alber et al. and Magnus Persson among others), which 

indicates that there is an uncertainty about the purpose of literary studies. The lack of justification 

and concrete examples make it difficult for teachers to motivate the study of literature and, 

especially in the English subject, it is unclear what role literature should have. In the Swedish 

subject syllabus, the study of literature is an end in itself: hence there are knowledge 

requirements linked to literature that must be reached by students and assessed by teachers. In the 

English syllabus, literary study is instead a means to an end, a way for teachers to get students to 

reach the knowledge requirements related to the development of “all round communicative 

ability” and therefore not an end in itself.  

     In this essay, I will examine what the subject syllabi for the two mandatory language subjects 

in Swedish schools, English and Swedish, say about literature. I have looked for differences in 

literary goals in the two syllabi and in what way literature is motivated, justified or used in the 

two subjects. My objective is to find out what the differences in literary goals in the Swedish and 

English subject may mean for teachers of either subject, how literary studies is motivated or 

justified in steering documents, and how teachers could use literature to reach goals in either 

subject. I will conduct this investigation by analyzing the steering documents for the Swedish 

upper-secondary school, with a primary focus on the English and Swedish subject syllabi, and 
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comparing these documents to my own view of literary studies and the views of various other 

theorists of literature and literary education. As an example of how literary studies might be 

conducted in either subject, I will also present an analysis of two short stories and show how they 

could relate to goals and knowledge requirements of the English and Swedish subjects 

respectively. Although the Swedish subject is more explicit about the role and value of literature 

than the English subject, neither one of the subject syllabi sufficiently justifies or motivates the 

study of literature. However, with this essay, I hope to show that even though the two subject 

syllabi differ, and there is a general lack of justification for the study of literature in either one, 

which can be a problem for students and teachers, literature can be used to reach goals and 

knowledge requirements of both subjects.  

     The syllabi for the Swedish and English subjects both identify the subject aims, core content, 

goals and knowledge requirements. These documents are what teachers must relate to when 

teaching and assessing student work, and they will be the primary focus in my analysis of 

steering documents. English as a subject employs an approach for language learning based on the 

European council’s document The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 

henceforth referred to as GERS (the abbreviation of the Swedish title). I will refer to the Swedish 

translation of this document since it is considered the authoritative version in Sweden. GERS 

should ensure that every student gets an equivalent education and that a grade from a Swedish 

school will be recognized in other countries because it corresponds to a certain level in GERS. In 

addition to an analysis of English 5, 6, and 7, I will include an analysis of the mentions about 

literature in both GERS and the commentary material to the English syllabus because of their 

relevance to the English subject.                                            

     In my analysis of the role of literature in the Swedish subject, I will include Swedish 1, 2, and 

3, the commentary material for the Swedish syllabus and the supplementary courses Literature, 

Rhetoric and Writing. These specialized courses build on Swedish 1, and they will be necessary 

to analyze for a complete overview of the Swedish subject. I have also looked at the purpose 

statement for upper-secondary school for a more detailed picture of the role and supposed value 

of literature in Swedish schools. 

     In order to demonstrate the possible role of literature in the Swedish and English subjects, I 

have chosen to suggest two short stories that could be taught in the subjects. I will relate these 

stories to goals and knowledge criteria in the highest course of the two subjects. The goal is to 
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demonstrate how the goals and content of either syllabi must pan out in fictitious but nevertheless 

plausible teaching situations. I believe that one story for each course will be enough to the point I 

am trying to make. Even though there are few justifications of literary studies and few directions 

about how we should use literary material in the syllabi, it is possible to reach goals in both 

subjects by working with fiction.   

     To give an example of how literature can be taught in Swedish 3 I have chosen to use E.T.A. 

Hoffmann’s short story “The Sandman.” Hoffmann was a German author who lived between the 

years 1776 and 1822. His literary style is said to be somewhere between Romanticism and 

Realism, with Gothic elements (Nationalencyklopedin). “The Sandman” was written in 1816, and 

is the story about Nathanael and his fear of a fairy tale character, the Sandman. He believes the 

Sandman to be a man named Coppelius that used to work with his father. Nathanael’s fear of the 

Sandman has followed him from childhood to adulthood, where he believes a weatherglass-seller 

named Coppola is the man he was afraid of as a child. The story portrays how Nathanael 

gradually becomes more and more mentally unstable.  

     For English 7, I have chosen Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Fall of the House of Usher.” Poe was an 

American writer born in 1809 and he died in 1849. He wrote poems, short stories and literary 

criticism. “Usher,” published 1839, is a Gothic horror story told by an unnamed narrator. The 

narrator travels to his childhood friend Roderick Usher’s house after receiving a letter from 

Roderick which speaks of a great illness. Upon arriving at the house, the narrator realizes that 

there is something strange going on with Roderick, his sister Madeline and the house itself.  

     Both of the stories I have chosen for my discussion fit into the Gothic genre. In The Gothic 

Novel, Brendan Hennessy explains that the Gothic genre is related to and emerged during the 

Romantic period. The Gothic was a step away from the classical order in literature and embraced 

imagination, the unknown and the supernatural. The horror theme of both stories might be useful 

when teaching them. I think that students in upper-secondary school might enjoy these 

mysterious and sometimes scary stories. Both Hoffmann and Poe tell their stories without much 

violence and gore, which is otherwise a staple of the horror genre, and instead relies on 

atmosphere and subtle chills. There is a lot to find and recognize in the authors’ creation of 

atmosphere and in their attempt to scare or unsettle their readers. Both stories also deal with 

madness and fear in explicit ways, which offers opportunity for analysis, contemplation and 

discussion.  
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     These short stories were chosen because they matched the criteria for material analysis 

presented by Ian McGrath in Materials Evaluation and Design for Language Teaching. The 

stories are an example of authentic material on David Nunan’s definition: they are “produced for 

purposes other than to teach language” (qtd. in Ian McGrath, 104). It also fits the wider definition 

formulated by Michael Breen et al.: both stories are “communication by and for native speakers” 

(qtd. in Ian McGrath, 104). Authentic material like short stories is a good way of working with 

actual language, Hoffmann and Poe did not have learners of language in mind when they wrote.  

However, Hoffmann’s story is originally written in German, therefore I will refer to a translated 

version of the story since it would be studied in Swedish translation in upper-secondary school. 

The story is still produced for other purposes than teaching, though, and can therefore be labeled 

as authentic material.  

     My selection criteria for the stories are the linguistic, cognitive and logistical demands they 

place on readers as well as content. Both stories are quite short and could probably be read 

through to the end in about an hour. Working with shorter texts is more manageable for 

developing readers, both time-wise and for concentration purposes. Longer texts or novels could 

stress students and maybe lead to them missing important parts of the texts. By choosing to teach 

short stories, there is more time for analysis and discussion about the text. The similar time 

periods of the texts also put the language difficulty on about the same level in regards to content, 

an important issue when selecting literary works for developing readers and in second-language 

teaching. However, Poe’s story will probably be more difficult because English is most likely not 

the students’ first language. However, I think that the story is short enough to be used in English 

7.  

     In the following section, I will present various views on the value of literature, reading theory 

and the “to be or not to be” of literary studies. These theories are needed to show what literature 

could do and what justifications literary studies might have in a curriculum. I will also include 

curriculum theory and an overview of what kind of thinking led to Lgy 11. This will be necessary 

to understand my analysis of the steering documents and what I think is lacking from the subject 

syllabi in Swedish and English. 
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Background 

The study of literature is highly debated and many authors have tried to explain its particular 

value. In “Meaning as Spectacle: Verbal Arts in the Digital Age,” Marie Laure Ryan argues that 

reading has become an obsolete activity and literary studies an endangered species. She sees a 

theoretical and a social reason for this. The theoretical reason is that literature is only used as a 

historical document or for studies of cultural attitudes. The social reason is that modes like video 

games, TV-series and movies have taken over the role of literature as entertainment and leisure 

activity. Ryan believes we need to focus on the distinctive power of expression in literature and 

stop force-feeding the supposedly great authors to students (26-27). 

     Like Ryan, Werner Wolf calls literary studies an endangered species (“A Defence of (the 

Study of) Literature”). Wolf states that reflections and justifications of a particular field are often 

motivated by the looming threat of extinction. Thus, Wolf’s own article could help support his 

argument that literary studies are on its downfall.  Wolf’s justification for literature, however, is 

an example of what Ryan believes to be wrong with literary studies nowadays. Literature “as a 

discourse with its own history and devices […] is a human cultural activity complex enough to 

merit scholarly analysis” (55), according to Wolf. He does not motivate literature due to the 

pleasure it can give the reader, but through the very historical and cultural factors that Ryan 

believes we put too much emphasis on. Wolf and Ryan’s differing views show how theorists can 

see the same problem, but offer different solutions. There are those that defend literature by its 

uniqueness as a medium and the pleasures of reading, and there are those that defend its 

representation of historical and cultural values.  

     Robert Alter belongs to the former group of theorists. In The Pleasures of Reading, Alter says 

that if the passion and pleasure of reading imaginative literature is lost, teaching it becomes 

pointless (11). He thinks that the problem with literary studies in schools is that teachers and 

students talk about literature and authors without actually reading a lot of literature. Another 

problem he sees is how academic writers often express themselves in overly complicated ways to 

hide that they do not have anything relevant to say (16-19). I see a problem with this way of 

writing about and studying literature because it may discourage students. Overly complex 

language in writing about literature and lessons that do not include reading literature may exclude 

some readers and make them think that one has to be an expert or professor of literature to read. 

Just like Alter argues for the specific language of literature, Jonathan Culler in Structuralist 
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Poetics argues that, like language, literature only make sense if you know its rules. A poem, for 

example, gains its meaning when the reader understands the structure of a poem and knows how 

to read it as a literary work and not as, say, an instruction manual (133). This skill is partly 

expressed in the Swedish subject syllabus where it says that students should understand writing in 

various texts (1). Understanding content is not always the same as understanding structure, 

though. I believe that teachers have to be clear when teaching different genres that the way we 

read a factual text cannot be the same way as when we read a poem. To understand the 

differences, students have to first learn what makes a literary text special, for example, literary 

devices, narrative techniques, and expressive language. 

     In Svenskämnet & svenskundervisningen, Per Olov Svedner argues for both sides regarding 

the value of literature and literary studies. He argues that literature is experienced not only as 

relaxation but also activation. Through the text, the reader can get both knowledge and emotional 

stimuli. Svedner emphasizes the importance of introducing the students to captivating literature, 

literature should be “lust och glädje, upplevelse och underhållning” ‘lust and joy, experience and 

entertainment’ (my translation, 41). These responses are what Svedner calls the emotional aspect 

of literature, but he also sees a reflective aspect. The reflective aspect demands some kind of 

thinking and mental activity, the reader can acquire knowledge if she engages with the text and 

consciously interprets and reflects upon it (42). I fully agree with what Svedner says, but sadly 

there is no concrete way of teaching joy. Teachers can spend a lot of time and thought about what 

the students read without getting reluctant readers to actually enjoy literature. It is difficult to not 

agree with Ryan that other modes of entertainment have taken over. Teachers can try to argue for 

the uniqueness of literature and the literary experience until the cows come home, but the joy of 

literature will not catch on if you are not able to demonstrate it in any palpable way. I agree with 

what Judith Langer says in Envisioning Literature: Literary Understanding and Literature 

Instruction. She thinks that literary studies may be the most misunderstood subject in the 

American school curriculum. Literary studies in schools are overly focused on information-

getting and not on literary understanding (10). My thought is that this is also true of Swedish 

schools, but literary understanding, as Langer says, can help us to better understand other 

disciplines as well as literature. I believe that what you can get out of focused reading can help 

expand imagination, increase creativity and improve your ability to analyze and draw 

conclusions. All of these skills can be transferred to other disciplines as well. 
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     It is this uniqueness of literature that is often overlooked in schools, at least if we only read the 

steering documents. Literature is mentioned as a source of understanding others and self-

awareness but there is little to none emphasis on the actual experience of reading. Louise 

Rosenblatt, in “A performing Art,” says we cannot just look at what is being read in schools, like 

great authors or works of literature, and not the quality of the reading experience. She thinks that 

students too often are given overly complicated works of literature for their level (1002). This is 

an important argument, since the students’ actual understanding and experience should be in 

focus. In both the English and Swedish subject syllabi, every course gets progressively more 

difficult. The higher level of difficulty means more advanced texts but, as Rosenblatt says, we as 

teachers must look at the actual reading being done. What kind of reading experience the students 

are going through is always more important than introducing more complex or “classic” texts. 

     In The Reader, the Text, the Poem: The Transactional Theory of the Literary Work, Rosenblatt 

introduces two of her key terms: efferent (or nonaesthetic) and aesthetic reading. In efferent 

reading the reader is only concerned with what he or she can learn from the text. This kind of 

reading is more of a skimming kind where the reader is only interested in “what will remain as 

the residue after the reading” (23). She also believes that there is an emphasis on the efferent 

stance in schools. This efferent stance shows itself in tests of reading comprehension, for 

example. A reader’s primary concern in the aesthetic stance, on the other hand, is with “what 

happens during the actual reading event” (24). A reader with an aesthetic stance pays attention to 

what the text does to him, which feelings or associations that are aroused, for example.  

     Rosenblatt’s aesthetic reading can be linked with Langer’s key term “envisionment.” 

According to Langer, “envisionment” is “the world of understanding a particular person has at a 

given point in time” (10). These “text worlds,” as she calls them, change depending on whom the 

reader is and is further developed with time. Langer uses the term stance to describe a reader’s 

options when developing an interpretation of a text. Since the syllabi give few guidelines for how 

we should teach reading, I believe that terms like “envisionment” can be a good tool for teaching 

better text awareness. There might also be value in incorporating the “envisionment” term with 

that of aesthetic reading. What happens during the reading of a text is closely connected with the 

reader’s “envisionment.” 

     Literature could also be motivated as an important part of language education. In The Natural 

Approach: Language Acquisition in the Classroom, Stephen D. Krashen proposes that reading 
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can help second language learners achieve the ultimate goal of good communicative ability. 

Reading can be a form of “comprehensible input” and therefore help create competence in a 

second language. Although reading will mostly be beneficial for development in written 

competence, Krashen believes that reading can also help spoken performance since it gives the 

general language input that underlies this skill (131). This means that it can also be inspiring in 

students own production of language which is in itself a goal for both the English and Swedish 

subject.  

     To achieve a better understanding of which level of reading ability students in upper-

secondary school might have, Becoming a Reader by Joseph A. Appleyard might help. 

Appleyard writes about development in reading behavior from childhood to adulthood. He says 

that readers at a higher level sees the text as something problematic and therefore requiring 

interpretation. This includes the realization that the text is something constructed by not only an 

author but also by yourself as a reader. Adolescent reading behavior, in contrast, is more 

concerned with trying to understand what a text wants to say, believing that there are right or 

wrong facts that can be found in the text. Appleyard says that this approach becomes problematic 

when the reader meets people who disagree or see the text differently (121).  

     To get an understanding of the content in the Swedish steering document it is also vital to 

have some background in curriculum theory and previous research about the role of literature in 

Swedish schools. In Varför läsa litteratur?, Magnus Persson investigates the justifications for 

literature in the Swedish curriculum. He has analyzed the syllabus and the policy documents for 

the Swedish subject in upper secondary school prior to Lgy 11 with the question “why read 

literature” in mind. Persson has looked for justifications and motivations in the different 

documents, just as I will do. Even though Persson did his research on the curriculum before Lgy 

11, many things are the same. Persson explains that a hundred years ago literature was seen as an 

important part of education and had a place in creating good citizens. In the first half of the 20th 

century, Swedish was more of a literary subject and then it became more linguistics oriented (83). 

As it is now, the Swedish syllabus states that the subject is made up of one-part literature and 

one-part linguistics (“Subject Swedish,” 1). As always though, it will be partly up to the teacher 

how much literature is actually read or studied in the subject.  

     In Den Goda Boken, Persson investigates what kind of conceptions there are about literature 

in Swedish society. Just as some of the other authors discussed above, he detects a 
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“legitimitetskris” ‘crisis of motivation’ for literary education in schools and higher institutions 

(10). Both teachers and students seem to have some difficulty in justifying the study of literature. 

Persson also investigates what he calls the myth about “good” literature. This myth is that 

literature is inherently good and can give us intellectual and moral benefits that no other medium 

is able to. According to Persson, every curriculum from Lgr 62 and onward includes critical 

reading of all texts, with the exception of literature. This is still prior to Lgy 11, but there is no 

explicit mention that literature should be read critically there either. Lgy 11 uses the term “text,” 

and in the commentary material this is specified as any type of written text with the add-on that 

the syllabus will specify further if needed (3). Since the Swedish subject syllabus does not 

specify “texts” as fiction or literature, I believe that Persson’s statement is true for Lgy 11 as well. 

Persson thinks there is a presumption in society that literature in itself is good and by reading it 

we can get away from the evils of the world (20).  

     According to Ninni Wahlström in her book about curriculum theory, Läroplansteori och 

didaktik, Lgy 11 has a focus on results. A result orientation means that the curriculum specifies 

what students should know in regards to different standards. Wahlström explains that it was the 

increased political and media interest in schools and education in 2008-2009 that started a 

discussion about the curriculum. This discussion led to many arguments and opinions about what 

a new curriculum would have to do. These arguments included that a new curriculum should 

improve the results of the school, make the mission of the school clearer, give better guidance 

and require further and more frequent knowledge checks (87-88). I believe it is a bit ironic that a 

lot of the motivation behind Gy 11 was clearer goals and guidance for teachers and students since 

the curriculum has been criticized for being too vague. The watchwords that the knowledge 

requirements use for each grade are highly interpretable and often need further explanation or 

definition. High interpretability is also true when it comes to literary goals in the steering 

documents. 
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Purpose Statement of the Swedish Curriculum and GERS 

The general purpose statement for upper-secondary school (Lgy 11), says that one of the 

responsibilities of Swedish schools is to make sure that every student “kan söka sig till 

saklitteratur, skönlitteratur och övrigt kulturutbud som en källa till kunskap, självinsikt och 

glädje” ‘can go to non-fiction, fiction and other cultural activities as a source of knowledge, self-

awareness and joy’ (my translation, 9). Furthermore, it is also a goal that the students “kan hämta 

stimulans ur kulturella upplevelser och utveckla känsla för estetiska värden” ‘are able to retrieve 

stimulus from cultural experiences and develop a sense for aesthetic values’ (my translation, 9). 

These are the two main goals of upper-secondary school which can be connected to literature. In 

the first goal, literature is explicitly mentioned and, in the other, I believe it is implied since 

literature can be both a cultural and an aesthetic experience. In the first quoted phrase, it is 

presupposed that literature can give readers knowledge, self-awareness and even joy, or maybe 

just one of them since it is not specified which value is connected to which kind of reading 

material. As opposed to in the writings of literary theorists like Nussbaum or Rosenblatt, there is 

no further explanation as to why students should be able to find these qualities in literary or 

cultural activities like reading or theatre. 

     GERS highlights the importance of aesthetic language use under the heading “Estetisk 

språkanvändning” ‘Aesthetic language use.’ This aesthetic use of language could be oral and 

written reception, production or interaction. Some of the activities listed are reading poems and 

fiction, performing plays, listening to stories and watching films. GERS is also careful not to 

underestimate the value of literature: 

Denna kortfattade genomgång […] kan ge intrycket att de här aktiviteterna har liten 

betydelse. Det är inte avsikten. Nationell och regional litteratur bidrar starkt till det 

europeiska kulturarvet, vilket Europarådet anser är en värdefull gemensam 

resurs som måste skyddas och utvecklas. Litteraturstudier fyller många andra 

funktioner i utbildningen utöver de rent estetiska, t.ex. intellektuella, moraliska, 

känslomässiga, språkliga och kulturella funktioner (58). 

This short passage […] could give the impression that these activities are of little 

importance. That is not the intention. National and regional literature contributes to 

the European cultural heritage, which the European council considers a valuable 

common resource that must be protected and developed. Literature studies perform 
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many other functions in education beyond the purely aesthetical, e.g. it has 

intellectual, moral, emotional, linguistic and cultural functions (my translation). 

Literature is here defended and there are several reasons for the legitimacy of literary study 

given. Literature as cultural heritage seems to be especially important. Interestingly enough, the 

authors also explain that literature has other values than the purely aesthetic. This is interesting 

because the aesthetic value of literature is the one that is constantly overlooked in the Swedish 

and English syllabi and here it seems to be perceived as the norm. Like Rosenblatt says, reading 

in school is focused more on the efferent stance (79). Even though she is talking about American 

schools I believe that the efferent stance is favored in Swedish schools as well. Literature is 

presented as a material to analyze and understand, not as a source of pleasure or as an experience.  

The English Subject 

Literature in the English Subject 
Mentions of literature in the commentary material to the English subject are sparse. The only 

explicit mention of literature is in a comment on the core content of knowledge about different 

cultures where English is used. However, literature is only mentioned as one example of culture 

and no more explanation or demarcation as to what type of literature they mean is made. This 

gives legitimacy to what Ryan believes to be the theoretical problem with literary studies. 

Literature is used as a document to study cultural attitudes instead of being studied for its own 

sake (26). 

     According to the English subject syllabus, the aim of the subject is to help students become 

more confident communicators in the language. The students should develop receptive abilities 

(i.e. understand, evaluate and learn about written and spoken English), and productive skills (i.e. 

expression and interaction in writing and speech). There are five primary goals for teaching the 

English subject, four of which are concerned with some form of written or oral communication. 

Literature could be applied here, both for learning how to understand written English and as an 

example of how to write in a literary context. I agree with Krashen who says that reading can 

give valuable input needed for developing both writing and speaking communicative ability 

(131). It is odd that reading is not explored more in the English syllabi, only reading ability is 

mentioned, since reading is a good way of experiencing language. The reading that is identified 

in the knowledge requirements is mainly about unspecified texts of varying difficulty. When it 
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comes to assessment, students’ ability to understand and discuss texts are in focus and not 

reading for enjoyment or relaxation. It is a bit odd that the purpose statement of the curriculum 

speaks of finding joy in literature when the activities surrounding reading are arguably quite 

joyless. 

     Another goal of the English subject is for the students to “utveckla kunskaper om livsvillkor, 

samhällsfrågor och kulturella företeelser i olika sammanhang och delar av världen där Engelska 

används” ‘develop knowledge of living conditions, social issues and cultural features in different 

contexts and parts of the world where English is used’ (1). Literary works which represent human 

experience in places where English is spoken can be used to work towards this goal. Here we are 

once again moving into the cultural aspect of literature. I see no problem with using literature to 

explore these aspects, as long as the text is not treated as a factual source. Literature can invoke 

discussion and even sympathy, but it is important to understand its subjectivity and not believe it 

to be a source above criticism. 

      English 5 is the first course in English in the Swedish upper-secondary school, and it builds 

on knowledge from compulsory school. In the reception part of the syllabus for English 5, it says 

that students should learn “Strategier för att […] läsa på olika sätt och med olika syften” 

‘Strategies for […] reading in different ways and for different purposes’ (3). This reminds me of 

Rosenblatt’s concepts efferent and aesthetic reading (23). Since Rosenblatt thinks that emphasis 

in schools is on the efferent stance, I wonder if it is possible to teach aesthetic reading as an 

alternative way of reading. Looking at the knowledge requirements, all of them are concerned 

with what the student can do or understand. Maybe there would be a value in trying to introduce a 

more aesthetic stance on reading in schools, one that focuses on experience and not production. 

As discussed earlier, the purpose statement for upper secondary school says that the students 

should learn to approach literature as a source for joy. An efferent stance on reading is clearly 

less joyful than an aesthetic stance which actually gives readers time to appreciate a text. 

Students’ have to get a chance of finding literature they enjoy and not just trying to pick out 

certain parts to show understanding.  

     English 5 mentions fiction in the core content for communication and for reception. Under the 

communication heading, it is the ability to understand content and form in different kinds of 

fiction that is in focus while the reception part only lists “literature and other fiction” (3). The 

only knowledge requirements that this content can be directly related to is that students should 
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understand clearly expressed written English in various genres and that they have the ability to 

evaluate the content of written English. If the goal was to understand devices and structures in 

fiction, there would be a knowledge requirement about it, which there is not. The uncertainty of 

what the core content should actually relate to can be a problem for teachers. The freedom of 

choice is good, but vagueness will just create widely different learning experiences, something 

that Lgy 11 should limit. Wahlström says that one of the arguments behind Lgy 11 was clearer 

guidance and a more equal education (87). Core content that must be taught but is not explicitly 

related to any knowledge requirement does not constitute clearer guidance. 

     English 6 builds on English 5 so the knowledge requirements and core content are similar but 

more difficult. The communication content mentions the ability to understand and have 

knowledge about themes, ideas and content in literature, as well as authors and literary periods. 

The reception content lists as one of its goals “Samtida och äldre skönlitteratur, dikter, dramatik 

och sånger“ ‘Contemporary and older literature, poetry, drama and songs’ (6). Other than these 

explicit mentions of literature, content as cultural conditions in parts of the world where English 

is used, complex texts, texts of different kinds, and how structure and context are built up in texts 

could be related to literature. The knowledge requirements are basically the same as those for 

English 5, but with added difficulty. So once again the requirement that can be related to 

literature is the one that requires understanding of written English and discussing and 

commenting on it. One added level of difficulty is the fact that the course should deal with older 

works of literature which can contain words and issues that are not familiar to students.  

     English 7 builds on the knowledge from English 6 and mentions literary periods and “Samtida 

och äldre skönlitteratur och annan fiktion inom olika genrer, till exempel dramatik“ 

‘Contemporary and older literature and other fiction in various genres such as drama’ (9). The 

implicit possibilities to work with literature is once again related to complex texts, texts written 

for different purposes and strategies for understanding and drawing conclusions about texts. The 

knowledge requirement about understanding written English adds “av avancerad karaktär” ‘of an 

advanced nature’ (10). The commentary material to English 7 explains that texts of an advanced 

nature are:  

formella texter som kännetecknas av språklig korrekthet, tydlighet och en klar struktur. Det 

kan också vara speciella genrer eller texter som handlar om komplicerade förhållanden (10). 
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formal texts that are characterized by linguistic correctness, clarity and an explicit structure. 

It could also be certain genres or texts that deal with complicated conditions (my translation). 

 

This increase in difficulty could be reached by introducing novels or older literature, like the 

short story I will present as an example, but it is once again not clearly explained. Even if one 

where to introduce novels or older texts it is important to remember Rosenblatt’s argument that 

teachers should look at the reading experience and not only at the works being read (1002). The 

increased difficulty means more advanced texts but, as Rosenblatt says, we as teachers must look 

at the actual quality of the reading experience. What kind of reading experience the students are 

going through is always more important than introducing more complex or obscure texts. 

     Both English 6 and 7 mentions literary periods as part of the core content but there is no 

mention of knowledge about them in the knowledge requirements. So teaching about literary 

periods should only be used as a means to an end - teaching students how to communicate well in 

English. Even though English 6 and 7 should cover authors, literary periods and older works of 

literature, this is only a tool for reaching the knowledge requirements of understanding content 

and details in complex written English. Teachers could skip authors and literary periods 

completely and still help their students reach the knowledge requirements for each course in 

English. However, since literature, authorships and literary periods are part of the core content, 

teachers must teach it. The core content may be a means to an end, but it still has to be a part of 

the education. However, the vagueness of the syllabus leaves it up to teachers how much they 

want to focus on literature. Some teachers may find that one or two lessons with brief summaries 

of literary periods and one or two examples of authors for each period are enough to reach the 

goal of teaching about “författarskap och litterära epoker” ‘authors and literary periods’ (6) in 

English 6. While another teacher may find teaching about literary periods and authors more 

important or interesting than other core content and teach it much more. The commentary 

material for the subject syllabus also says that there is no general rule about how much time 

should be spent on each goal or content, leaving this up to the teachers.  

     In summary, the English subject syllabus does mention literature in various forms, authors and 

literary periods as part of the core content. However, there are no knowledge requirements that 

explicitly refer to literature in any form. Hence, there are no justifications of literary study and no 

motivations as to why it should be part of the subject in the syllabus. As I have made clear, I see a 

distinct value in literary study and its qualities for learners of English. As a tool for learning 
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language as well as a tool for experience, I believe that literature should be more clearly 

expressed and motivated as a part of the English subject.  

Working with Literature in the English Subject: An Example 
The core content in English 7 includes older literature in different genres and also complex texts, 

which I believe Poe’s “The Fall of the House of Usher” to be an example of. The students should 

also work with strategies for drawing conclusions about texts, understand implied meaning and 

how stylistic devices are used for different purposes. Poe’s story could be used as a means to 

work toward the knowledge requirement of being able to understand main content, essential 

details and implied meaning in advanced written English. The density of Poe’s text, according to 

Scott Peeples, largely made up of Poe’s doubling of objects and words (180), makes it possible to 

find many different interpretations. However, I believe that the careful construction also makes it 

difficult to find textual evidence for all different interpretations. 

     Peeples uses “Usher” as an example of Poe’s ability to construct and “build” a story. Reading 

and discussing this story might help students reach, if they not already have, the stage where 

Appleyard says readers see the text as something constructed (129). If the students have not 

moved to the stage of interpreter, they will probably primarily focus on characters and story and 

not see how the text is constructed. Helpfully enough, there are many elements in “Usher” that 

help readers see the text as a construction, like the story in a story “The Haunted Palace” that 

gives a little mini-universe of the tale (54-55). The reference to the fictional work “Mad Trist” is 

also a hint towards Poe’s construction of the story. When the narrator reads from this book, 

things in the house start to correlate to what is happening in the story (61-64). Peeples says that 

some critics have seen this as both parody of the medieval novel and a humorous attempt to show 

the artificial nature of the story (185). Students’ responses to “Mad Trist” and “The Haunted 

Palace” could be interesting. Do they see them as just short stories in the story, an allegory for the 

whole story, or as a sort of in-joke from Poe?  

     In Student Companion to Edgar Allan Poe, Tony Magistrale writes that not only is the house 

in “Usher” evil, but it also seems to be alive with some power that makes even the surrounding 

tarn feel evil (64). Some, like J.O. Bailey, have interpreted the house as a sort of vampire, 

sucking the life force out of its human inhabitants (449-450). Others, according to Magistrale, 

have maintained that it is the mysterious sister Madeline that is the vampiric force, feeding on her 

brother. Still others seem to think that Roderick himself is the foremost evil in the story, 
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manipulating his sister to her death (66). Vampires may be a popular motif in contemporary 

young adult fiction, for example books, films and TV-series like “Twilight,” “True Blood” and 

“The Vampire Diaries,” but I still find it unlikely that students will make this connection in 

“Usher,” largely due to the fact that the vampiric elements are quite unlike what modern readers 

are used to. In his article, Bailey goes to great lengths to try and make the vampire lore fit with 

Poe’s story. He speculates about what kind of vampire stories that would have been known to Poe 

and how certain story elements may be interpreted as evidence to a vampiric power lurking in the 

background (445-466). I find it more likely that a student in English 7 will catch on to the odd 

bond between Roderick and his twin sister, Madeline. Their bond could be explained 

psychologically: that they are two halves of the same person (the male/female part). Another, 

more controversial reading could find an incestuous relationship in the Usher’s family history. It 

is implied through “the stem of the Usher race […] had [not] put forth […] any enduring branch 

[…] the entire family lay in the direct line of descent” (46) that the dark family secret Roderick 

talks about could be incest (50).   

     It is this mystery element that I think will be helpful when teaching “Usher.” All these 

interpretations could be defended with textual evidence and this will hopefully open up 

discussion around the text. Using a mystery like this could combine what Svedner calls the 

emotional and reflective aspect of reading (41-42). I think this story is a good way of combining 

both of these skills. Poe’s prose is very expressive and emotional, but the mystery aspect 

demands reflection and focus from the reader.  

The Swedish Subject 

Literature in the Swedish Subject 
The role of literature in the Swedish subject syllabus is much more evident than in the English 

subject syllabus. The first sentence of the syllabus is as follows: “Kärnan i ämnet svenska är 

språk och litteratur” ‘The core of the Swedish subject is language and literature’ (my translation, 

1). The justification of literature and fiction we find here is that people can “lär[a] […] känna sin 

omvärld, sina medmänniskor och sig själv” ‘get to know their environment, their fellowman and 

themselves’ (my translation, 1) through literature. This statement expands on what the curriculum 

says about finding self-awareness through literature. This sounds very much like what Langer 

says about how literature can help us better understand ourselves and each other (5). According 

to the syllabus, literature should help the students to distinguish the universal human conditions 
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through time and space and help them understand other peoples’ experiences and living 

conditions (1). Further, it should challenge them to new ways of thinking and different 

perspectives (1). So there is a few justifications for literature and literary study here. The problem 

is that the syllabus does not explain or exemplify how literature can help students understand 

other people’s experience or how it can be used to open up new perspectives.  

     The Swedish subject has nine primary goals and three of these mention literature, specifically 

fiction. Goal number five is about important Swedish and international works of fiction and 

authorships, number six is about different genres, narrative and stylistic features in fiction and 

number seven is about the ability to work with and reflect upon fiction from different times and 

cultures (2). Goal number four does not specifically mention fiction or literature but it says that 

students should develop the ability to work with, reflect upon and critically review texts. Apart 

from the modifier “critically review,” goal number 4 is thus identical with goal number seven, 

with the difference that it is about texts more generally and not fiction specifically. Just as 

Persson says, the syllabus does not encourage critical reading of literary texts (20). 

     The three courses I will discuss now, literature, rhetoric and writing, are supplements to 

Swedish 1-3 and each course has a specific focus, as evident through their names. 

     The course “Literature” covers goals 5-7 in the Swedish syllabus. All of these are about fiction 

and authors, both Swedish and international literary works by female and male authors. The goal 

is to give knowledge about narrative and style in different genres from different times and 

cultures. A lot of the content is about important aspects of content and form in literature. This 

includes concepts as themes, metaphors, motif, symbolism and rhythm. In the knowledge 

requirements, it says that students should know about literary periods and their identifiable style 

and also be able to present representative authors and works from these periods. Furthermore, 

students should also be able to interpret prose, lyrical poetry and drama and “resonera om kvalitet 

och tolkningsmöjligheter hos skönlitterär text” ‘discuss quality and interpretations of literary 

texts’ (my translation, 3). Naturally, given the name of the course, the goals are all related to 

literature. It is still very much concentrated on what the students can do with the texts though, not 

literary experience. Literature is treated like any other material, a math book for example, and it 

is the students’ duty to understand all the different components.  

     The course “Rhetoric” covers goals 1-3 in the Swedish syllabus. This course should cover 

skills such as being able to hold oral presentations of different types and for different purposes, 
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be able to listen and give constructive feedback on presentations by others and analyze oral 

presentations in different media as well as recorded speeches. Since the course has a focus on 

rhetoric, literature is not mentioned in the core content or the knowledge requirements. It is only 

for the goal of being able to analyze speeches that former experience with analyzing texts, for 

example fiction, may be helpful.  

     The course “Writing” covers goals 2-4 and 6-8 in the Swedish syllabus. Since goal 6 and 7 

explicitly mention fiction, there are some mentions of literature in the core content and 

knowledge requirements of this course. The students should be able to produce written 

compositions about, for example, fiction of different types. They should also be taught to 

understand text structure and contexts as well as what is considered as appropriate language in 

fiction. This primary focus of this course is the students’ own production of texts, but to get there 

it is of course important to understand what constitutes and differentiates, for example, fiction 

from other types of texts. I believe that reading a lot of well written literature is an exemplary 

way of learning not only the spelling of words and correct grammar, but also technical aspects 

like creating atmosphere and tension. Interestingly enough, this course is the only one of all the 

courses I have looked at that mentions the ability of texts to entertain. It is not explicitly 

explained as fiction but the core content mentions narration in texts that has an entertainment 

purpose (7). Going back to what the purpose statement of the curriculum says about finding joy 

in literature, this goal is the only inclination that the entertainment value of literature will be 

addressed. However, it seems to mainly be concerned with a writer’s perspective: students should 

learn how entertaining texts are constructed so they can write in this way themselves. 

     Unlike the English subject, the Swedish subject is made up of a linguistic and a literary part. 

In the commentary material, it is explained that the goal of the subject is that the students get to 

develop their knowledge about language and literature as well as their linguistic and literary 

abilities. It says that the distribution of linguistic and literary elements is about the same from 

Swedish 1 to 3. Since some students only take Swedish 1 and others have 1 to 3, the goals are 

distributed to give understanding and knowledge about literature in all three courses. Literature is 

therefore a significant part of the Swedish subject and there is not much room for teachers to 

conduct more or less literary studies than linguistic studies. Interestingly, the commentary 

material also says that the choice of literature and authorships are not regulated. It is the teacher’s 

job to give the students the best conditions possible to reach the knowledge requirements, but it is 
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not necessary to only work with canonical or classic literature. There are few justifications for 

literature in the comment material. It seems that the value of literature is presupposed and should 

be obvious. The commentary says that the Swedish subject should “stimulera elevernas lust att 

läsa, utmana dem till nya tankesätt och öppna nya perspektiv” ‘stimulate students’ desire to read, 

challenge them to new ways of thinking and open up for new perspectives’ (my translation, 1). 

Only the first goal is explicitly literary in nature while the other two could be reached by working 

with other media and material.  

     Swedish 1 has fiction by men and women from different times and cultures, and narrative and 

style in fiction as core content. Other abilities such as textual characteristics for texts written with 

different purposes and critical examination of texts does not mention literature or fiction 

specifically but could possibly be performed with this material. In the knowledge requirements, it 

says that the students should be able to retell content in some important Swedish and international 

works of fiction and also account for similarities in themes between some works. Swedish 2 lists 

Swedish and international authorships, male and female, and fictional works as part of its core 

content. This should also include theatre and film. Literary terms and how they are used should 

also be taught. Swedish 3, the most advanced Swedish course, specifies prose, drama and poetry 

as the literary genres that should be taught.  

     Just as in the English subject syllabus, the three courses in Swedish build on each other and 

many of the goals and knowledge requirements are the same but with slightly different 

watchwords that make the goals a bit more difficult for every level (both in Swedish 1-3 and 

grade E to A in each course). For example, in one of the knowledge requirements for the grade E 

in Swedish 1, the student should be able to “översiktligt återge innehållet i några centrala svenska 

och internationella skönlitterära verk” ‘briefly render the content of some important Swedish and 

international works of fiction’ (my translation, 9). To get the grade E in Swedish 2 the student 

need to show the ability to “diskuterar översiktligt stil, innehåll och bärande tankar i skönlitterära 

verk“ ‘briefly discuss style, content and essential thoughts in fiction’ (my translation, 12). The 

difference in the skill needed is vast. To receive an E in Swedish 3, one of the requirements are 

that the students can “göra en fördjupad, textnära litterär analys av ett tema, en genre eller ett 

författarskap” ‘make an in depth, textual literary analysis of a theme, a genre or an authorship’ 

(my translation, 15). Compared to the aforementioned requirement of Swedish 2, this 

requirement is more specific, both in execution and content. The student in Swedish 3 has to do 
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an in depth analysis and the student in Swedish 2 needs to do a brief description of style and 

content. However, in Swedish 3, the analysis is only needed for one genre or authorship whereas 

the requirement for Swedish 2 is for fiction in general which makes the goal both broader and 

more unspecific.  

Working with Literature in the Swedish Subject: An Example 
After my analysis of steering documents, it comes as no surprise that using literature is more 

easily motivated in the Swedish subject than in the English subject since a large part of the 

subject is centered on fiction in different genres. In Swedish 3, fiction should be read and 

analyzed using literary theory, and literary terms is one part of the core content and knowledge 

requirements. A teacher could use “The Sandman” to illustrate a number of literary terms. For 

example, a “leitmotif” (recurring image) throughout the story is eyes and seeing. Some examples 

of eyes as a leitmotif is the Sandman who steals children’s eyes (6), the first dead and then 

alluring eyes of the automaton Olimpia (24, 39) and Nathanael’s final words “Vackra ögon – 

vackra ögon” ‘Nice eyes – nice eyes’ (my translation, 58). An “Analepsis” (looking back) can be 

found in Nathanael’s first letter were he takes the narrative back to his childhood. When the 

narrator of the story comes in, he mentions “in medias res” (opening in the midst of action), his 

initial explanation is also a form of “skaz” (a sort of siding from the story). This narrator is also 

an example of an “intradiegetic narrator” (a narrator that lives in the world the story takes place 

in) but he possesses some kind of omniscience since he knows all the details of how the 

characters acted and felt. “Doppelganger” (a look-alike to another character) can also be 

explained through the characters Coppelius/Coppola.  

     Hennessy talks briefly about Hoffmann in his book on Gothicism. He thinks that Hoffmann’s 

works “can be over-morbid and lacks the psychological insight” of other writers (30). The lack of 

psychological insight is interesting since most writings about “The Sandman” is about its 

psychology. A reason for this discussion seems to be that “the father of psychoanalysis,” 

Sigmund Freud, wrote a paper called The Uncanny where he examined a certain aspect of 

Hoffmann’s story. The idea of losing one’s eyes is what Freud thinks is the most potent source of 

fear in the story. Freud links this fear to that of castration and suggests that Nathanael’s fears of 

the Sandman is a castration complex from his childhood. Students in Swedish 3 might understand 

the importance of eyes in the story, but I do not think they will draw the same conclusions as 

Freud. Their conclusion will probably be more reminiscent of the one Jarkko Toikkanen arrives 
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at. Toikkanen sees the motif of eyes as evidence that the story proposes that eyes literally are a 

mirror to the soul. Eyes is such a prevalent leitmotif of the story that it will most likely be 

mentioned by students as a stylistic device and theme.  

     In Swedish 3 the students should do a literary analysis of a genre, author or theme. This could 

be done with “The Sandman” both by genre and theme. One theme is that of madness and fear. 

Nathanael is controlled by his childhood fear and one interpretation of the story can be the 

rational one, where Coppelius’s doppelganger Coppola is just a fragment of Nathanael’s 

tarnished psyche. Some students might read the story literally, understanding Nathanael to be in 

fact targeted by some supernatural power, while others might choose the more logical 

explanation. Another theme could be that of life and life-like objects through the character 

Olimpia, which is revealed to be a robot (52).  

     My students in Swedish 3 will probably be somewhere on the spectrum of “reader as thinker” 

and “reader as interpreter,” which Appleyard calls the reading levels of adolescents and young 

adults. Appleyard says that mystery and science-fiction are two of the preferred types of fiction 

among adolescents which could hopefully interest them in “The Sandman” (99). Appleyard says 

that among young adults the reader interprets stories more and also learns that different readers 

have different interpretations (121). This is a plus when working with a story like “The 

Sandman” that have many different themes and could lead to many different interpretations. 

Maybe this story could serve as an eye opener for students who have not reached the stage of 

interpreter yet since it will certainly elicit different interpretations from different students. 

Langer’s term “envisionment” that I mentioned earlier can be one of the tools to teach students 

the relation between text and reader. I believe it is important to as early as possible make sure that 

every student knows that their impression of a text is not necessarily the same as someone else’s, 

and that there is no wrong in this.  

     My analyses of Poe’s and Hoffman’s short stories serves as an example of how literary studies 

might be conducted in either language subject. Students reading “Usher” in English 7 will mostly 

be asked to understand and interpret the text. The communication focus of the English subject 

will lead to an emphasis on understanding written English. In this case the subject matter is a 

quite old text with a lot of old-fashioned words. Poe’s use of fictional stories in the story might 

also complicate students reading if they are unable to tie those stories to the main narrative. As 

well as working with the core content of older literature and fiction, Poe’s story could be worked 
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with to reach knowledge requirements of being able to understand main content, essential details 

and implied meaning in advanced written English. Working with Hoffmann’s story in Swedish 3, 

on the other hand, will have a closer focus on literary terms and analysis. Understanding the 

written text is of course important in the Swedish subject too. However, it is supposedly easier 

for Swedish students to grasp the content of a Swedish text than an English text and therefore this 

goal is not as emphasized. The similarities of the two stories, mainly in their Gothic nature and 

their portrayals of madness, make them a good pairing not only as my examples in this essay, but 

I also believe they could be worked with together. Teachers of both English and Swedish could 

have a horror themed series of lessons with their students where they work with “Usher” in the 

English subject and “The Sandman” in the Swedish subject. Doing this could both be an exercise 

in finding differences and similarities in a certain genre, as well as a lesson in different ways of 

working with fiction.   
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Conclusion  

In this essay, I have analyzed the policy documents of the Swedish upper-secondary school and 

especially looked at the Swedish and English subject syllabi. I have also applied my findings and 

interpretations to a discussion of how two short stories could be used in either subject. This 

research has been conducted with the goal of specifying the role of literature in these subjects. I 

have found that since the goals of the English and Swedish subjects are so different, even though 

the material is similar, reading literature will have to be done with different purposes. In the 

Swedish subject, teachers can work with literature for its own sake, identifying and learning 

terms and structures through literary studies. In the English subject, the communication aspect 

must be put in focus so assignments on literature must be related to students understanding of and 

ability to make arguments and interpretations about the text.  

     As I stated earlier, the motivations for literature in Swedish schools are few. There is one in 

the overall purpose statement, one in the syllabus for the Swedish subject and one in GERS. This 

makes justifications of literature in the Swedish subject easier with reference to the syllabus. 

Literary knowledge is clearly expressed as a goal in the Swedish subject syllabus so teachers and 

students can work towards that goal instead of trying to make the core content fit into the 

knowledge requirements as in the English subject. Teaching literature in the EFL classroom 

poses more difficulty since the syllabi does not have any clear literary goals. Since the English 

subject syllabus includes literature, authors and literary periods in its core content however, 

literature must still be worked with to some extent.  

     The various literary theorists I have cited see many different kinds of value in literary study 

that is not expressed in the curriculum. Reading the curriculum, I do not see literary studies as an 

endangered species though. Its value is clear in the Swedish syllabus. Literary studies in the 

English subject, however, is vaguely motivated. Literature is part of the English subject’s core 

content but, since it is not regulated how much teachers should emphasize each item listed as 

content, there is the possibility of only minimal literary influence on the subject. For teachers of 

both subjects that may even have the same classes in both subjects, this poses an opportunity to 

mostly focus on literature in the Swedish subject and other content in the English. For teachers of 

only English, though, how much literary study that is conducted becomes an individual choice 

that could lead to some classes having a literary focus in their English education while others 

might just read a couple of poems. I believe that if literature should be a part of the English 
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subject at all, its purpose must be more clearly expressed. Literary goals in the knowledge 

requirements would be needed to make the goals clearer and the education more equal. 
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