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BACKGROUND: STLS and the Writing for 

Interpretive Reading project

STLS (Stockholm Teaching and Learning Studies) – a 

platform for teacher-researcher collaborative R&D projects, 

hosted by City of Stockholm, Educational department

Educational research centered on the objectives of the 

national syllabi for Swedish and Swedish as a Second 

Language

Based on these curricular goals, ’themes and literary motives’ 

have been the point of departure for the WIR project

(currently in its third year)



AIM AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

AIM To explore how literary instruction based on the design 

principle that students create intepretable texts - and are 

themselves confronted with the interpretations of others - changes 

their conception of what it means to read fiction interpretatively

RQ1: How do students’ conceptions about reading fiction 

interpretively (i.e., to understand the «message»/main idea) 

change during this type of instruction?

RQ2 (not focused in this presentation): How does students’ 

ability to interpret fiction changes, as a result of this instruction? 



THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS

SOCIAL SEMIOTIC THEORY

– Lotman (1990)

– Three principles of

meaning generation in 

texts

– These principles are

framed within an ’ecology’ 

of the culture of the mind

Code plurality

Incompat-
ibility

Translation



METHODOLOGY (Design-based research, Cobb et al., 2013)

Anpassad efter http://www.ethanhein.com/wp/2017/design-based-research/
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http://www.ethanhein.com/wp/2017/design-based-research/


METHODS OF DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

Teaching interventions in an instructional unit concerning analsis

of short stories (upper-secondary school)

DATA

– Student-produced texts during the intervention (including

moving images)

– Students' written responses to pre- and post test questions

– Other lesson designs, assessment tasks, and teachers’ field

notes on these

ANALYSIS

Qualitative content analysis, oriented towards Lotman (1990)



DESIGN OF INTERVENTION

Design principle: ”Instruction should allow for students to create

interpretable text and be confronted with others’ interpretation 

of these texts”

Instruction delivered by Lusia Maurer; 

Stockholm Centre of Mother Tongue

instruction, MO2 (October-December, 2020)



INTERVENTION

Pre test: Students read the first two chapters of The Dream of a Ridiculous Man 

(novella by Dostoyevsky) and answered (in writing) questions about ‘messages 

in texts’, e.g. :

- What do you need to know and to do to find a message in the text? 

- What does the concept of “message” within a literary text mean to you?

Intervention – Working in groups, students:

1. dramatized an episode/an interpretation based on the story; they wrote a 

script and performed for each other.

2. discussed and responded to each others’ dramatizations/interpretations (oral 

and written responses).

3. wrote a script and made a film, based on the novella.

Post test: Students answered questions (same as in pre test)



Examples from the intervention:

Manuscript (from one group of students)

Scene 1 

(A man is sitting in a dark room. The only source of light is 

a lamp on his desk, revealing a diary that the man is 

writing in at a high pace. His hair is messy. His shirt is 

wrinkled and rumpled. Another man stands in a shadow 

behind his chair).

“Why didn’t you do it?” – the man says.

“Do what?” - the sitting man answers.

“Pull the trigger” 

“I changed my mind. I don’t feel the same way anymore.”

“What made you do that?” - the standing figure asks…

[Note, the standing figure is the character’s alter ego/ 

internal “I”]

Responses from other students:

• It’s a superb idea to represent the 

character’s internal conflct with two 

actors. It visualises his thoughts and 

makes them easier to understand;

• Dostoevsky’s story is a first-person 

narrative. No other person speaks in it. 

In the students’ version a dramatic form 

creates more suspense and incites more 

curiosity in spectators;

• Visual effects (deep darkness/ one 

spot of light/ the protaganists’ looks) 

contributes to a dramatic atmosphere 

within the scene.



COMPARATIVE ANALYIS OF PRE- AND POST TEST

Answers to the question: "What does it mean that the text can have a 

message?" 

Pre test (common/typical 

answers)

• Every text contains a definite 

message. A reader has to find it.

• A “Message” is something the 

author wants to direct to the reader. 

• It is a “lesson” that the author 

wants the reader to learn.

• It is a chain of thoughts in the text 

about a certain topic or aspect of 

life.

Post test (focusing on qualitative changes)         

• Literature is an infinite source of wisdom and 

knowledge, and not just a plain, dead text. 

• There is no concrete message in the text, on 

or between the lines.The text can have as many 

meanings/messages as the reader is seeking. 

• The purpose of reading is not to search for the 

message in the text but to search for our

personal answers to the questions the text raises 

• Reading is a dialogue with the text – the 

reader poses a question and searches for 

answers in the text

• Every time you read, or re-read the same 

book, you can find many more meanings and 

ideas that you haven’t discovered before

• The text allows for many individual 

interpretations that can all be correct.



Analysis of student answers

Pretest (common answers)

• Every text contains a definite message. A 

reader has to find it.

• A “Message” is something the author 

wants to direct to the reader. 

• It is a “lesson” that the author wants the 

reader to learn.

• It is a chain of thoughts in the text about 

a certain topic or aspect of life.

Posttest (qualitative changes)         

• Literature is an infinite source of wisdom and 

knowledge, and not just a plain, dead text.

• There is no concrete message in the text, on 

or between the lines.The text can have as many 

meanings/messages as the reader is seeking.

• The purpose of reading is not to search for the 

message in the text but to search for our

personal answers to the questions the text raises

• Reading is a dialogue with the text – the 

reader poses a question and searches for 

answers in the text

• Every time you read, or re-read the same 

book, you can find many more meanings and 

ideas that you haven’t discovered before

• The text allows for many individual 

interpretations that can all be correct.



Coding changes in perception of textual meaning (post 

intervention)

• A literary text can contain an infinite number of messages

• Messages do not exist in the text itself but are generated in dialogue between 

the text and the reader

• Each individual can find his/her own message. There are no right or wrong 

interpretations

• Meaning is not a certain idea or an answer, but a question / questions that the 

text raises for the reader to reflect on. The message is an encouragement to 

think about complex questions

• With each reread, the same person can discover a new message

• Each cultural era can discover new messages in the text



RESULTS: Towards a ”universe of the mind”?
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DISCUSSION

• The design principle seem to have facilitated a movement

from regarding meaning (”messages”) as something

”singular” to something being created in interaction between

culture, author, and reader

• The methodological design needs fine-tuning, for a more

precise description of the impact of the design principle
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