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AB STRA CT

This article explores the ways in which abilities to search information and 

evaluate sources, and critical understanding of these activities are addressed in 

the Swedish curriculum for compulsory school, preschool classes and 

recreation centres (Lgr11). The article is based on a qualitative textual analysis 

of Lgr11 and grounded in a socio-material understanding of technology, 

information and its use. The analysis shows that search engines and other 

infrastructures for information provision in society are regarded as neutral 

infrastructures in the curriculum. This is problematic when attempting to 

achieve critical media and information literacies. 

Keywords 
media and information literacy, curriculum, information searching, evaluation 
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INTRODUCTION

The article begins with the assumption that being able to find and evaluate 

online information is crucial for participation in contemporary society. Yet this 

is often taken for granted. In order to fully grasp the ways in which algorithms 

and digital devices permeate our lives, the notion that our minds should in fact 

be seen as distributed is gaining ground (cp. Säljö, 2012). However, new tech-

nologies for information searching and communication have difficulty in find-

ing a place in the educational system (Lankshear & Knobel, 2008; Sundin & 

Francke, 2009). How searching and source evaluation are treated in the Swed-

ish curriculum for compulsory school could be regarded as one example of this. 

Online information is often produced, published and accessed in different ways 

compared to information in print, which has dominated our culture since the 

sixteenth century. Traditional ideas on authorship, publication and access are 

challenged by, for example, crowdsourcing, personalised information search-

ing and new forms of visualising knowledge. When the information infrastruc-
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ture in society changes, it – it is argued – becomes necessary to foster abilities 

to participate in society as well as to critically and reflectively understand this 

new infrastructure. 

This article explores how the current Swedish curriculum for compulsory 

school, preschool classes and recreation centres (Lgr11, 2011, published by 

the National Agency for Education in Sweden) includes aspects of media and, 

particularly, information literacy. Media literacy and information literacy are 

overlapping yet distinct concepts in the research areas of media and informa-

tion studies. One important task of media and information literacy in education 

is to make the complexity of the seemingly simple visible. The overall objec-

tive of this study is to analyse how abilities to search information and evaluate 

sources, and critical understanding of these activities, two central constituents 

in late modern society, are addressed in Lgr11. The questions asked are: how 

are practices of information searching and source evaluation described and 

given meaning in the curriculum? How are these descriptions of practices 

entangled with information technologies? How is progression regarding abili-

ties to search information and evaluate sources expressed in the curriculum 

between different age groups? 

In Sweden, the curriculum has included aspects of information searching and 

source evaluation since the former curriculum, Lpo94 (Ministry of Education, 

1994). Recently, the Swedish Education Act stipulated that every primary and 

secondary school must provide pupils with access to school libraries (SFS 

2010:800). Studying the Swedish curriculum with respect to information liter-

acy is therefore of particular interest at the same time, as Lgr11 may be 

regarded as an example that can analytically be transferred to other national 

curricula. An in-depth analysis of a specific curriculum contributes to devel-

oping the theoretical understanding of how media and informational aspects of 

literacy are visible in the regulatory documents for teaching and instruction, 

and the consequences they have (Englund, 2011). This study has the potential 

to lead to a renewed international interest in the curriculum level of new litera-

cies.

In order to account for what seems to be an ever-continuing digitisation of 

society, information literacy has recently been wedded to media literacy to 

form the term Media and Information Literacy (MIL), particularly in policy 

texts (e.g. Carlsson, 2014; Unesco, 2013). A further goal of this article is to 

argue for the need to consider research on information literacy in relation to 

research on media literacy.

INFORMATION LITERACY

A vast number of qualifiers to literacy have popped up in the last decades, such 

as computer literacy, digital literacy, media literacy, ICT literacy, citizen liter-

acy and information literacy (cp. Bawden, 2008). In this article, these qualifi-



195NORDIC JOURNAL OF DIGITAL LITERACY | VOLUME 10 | NO 4-2015

This article is downloaded from www.idunn.no. © 2015 Author(s). This is an Open Access 
article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-SA 4.0 License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

ers are regarded as aspects of literacy that bring certain facets – often overlap-

ping in various ways – to the centre of an analysis, a work practice or a policy 

agenda. Furthermore, these qualifiers are often developed in different disci-

plines and in relation to specific professional groups. Taken together, the dif-

ferent literacies often overlap with each other, but are not always developed in 

traditions with much contact. This article focuses on the dimension of infor-

mation literacy, an aspect of literacy that has primarily been developed in the 

information studies discipline (and similar fields) as well as in the professional 

field of librarianship. Often referred to when discussing educational aspects of 

the networked society are also media literacy (e.g. Buckingham, 2003; 2007), 

digital literacy (e.g. Erstad, 2010), or new literacies (e.g. Lankshear & Knobel, 

2008); as concepts as well as research traditions. 

Information literacy as a concept captures, among other aspects, formulating 

(re)searchable questions, information searching, Internet navigation as well as 

the critical assessment of information sources (Limberg, Sundin & Talja, 

2013). The growing interest in these and similar areas could both be regarded 

as a cause and a consequence of the transition from teacher-centred to pupil-

centred instruction (Alexandersson & Limberg, 2011). At the same time, in an 

analysis of a series of research projects (1998–2010) on information literacy in 

schools and libraries, Alexandersson and Limberg (2011, p. 134) suggest that 

ICT in schools has so far been negotiated to fit the practice of traditional 

schooling rather than becoming a “catalyst of change”. This is exemplified by 

how pupils, when working with projects without enough guidance from teach-

ers, tend to search for facts rather than understanding (Gärdén et al., 2014; cp. 

Blikstad-Balas & Hvistendahl, 2013). Young (2013) states that there are two 

competing curriculum models: one that focuses on subjects and the role of the 

teacher as an authority of knowledge, and the other focusing on learners. He 

argues for a need to transcend the two models so that exaggerations of how 

new technology will revolutionise learning could be balanced by a more 

grounded understanding of knowledge. 

One basic question in curriculum theory is what exactly counts as knowledge 

in schools (Englund, Forsberg & Sundberg, 2012). No matter whether we use 

the terms information literacy, media literacy or digital literacy, it is always a 

question of getting space in the curricula as well as in classroom practices. Fur-

thermore, the way in which information literacy (and likewise) is addressed is 

vital. Buckingham (2006, p. 263) argues that “education about” media is a pre-

condition “for education with or through media” (emphasis in original). Trans-

lated for the field of information literacy, it is argued here that education about 

searching is a condition for meaningful education with or through searching. 

Having said that, making information literacy an object of learning and teach-

ing has proven to be very difficult (Limberg & Sundin, 2006). Still, Bucking-

ham (2006) seems to define searching (or information retrieval) as a functional 

skill by nature when he advocates for going beyond a functional skills 

approach to digital literacy. In contrast, this article suggests that education on 

searching is now as important as education on media; or even that, in the time 
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of media convergence, it is not possible to meaningfully separate search 

engines, social media and other features of Internet development from media. 

The educational researcher Caroline Liberg, Jenny Folkeryd and Åsa af 

Geijerstam (2013) make a useful distinction in their analysis of how mother 

tongue reading (Swedish) is handled in Lgr11. They distinguish between intra-

textual and intertextual reading, a distinction which, for the purpose of study-

ing information literacy is, in this paper, altered and translated to intratextual 

and intertextual information searching. Intratextual information searching is 

about finding information within a given source, while intertextual informa-

tion searching is about finding information in a broad textual universe, such as 

in a library, in a structured database or on the Internet. Information literacy is 

normally concerned with intertextual information searching rather than with 

intratextual searching. 

Information literacy in the curriculum has been discussed in the past (e.g. 

Bruce, C., 1997), but the issue has gained new currency in the light of the ubiq-

uity of digital tools in all aspects of life. When curriculum issues are addressed 

in the literature on information literacy, reference is most often made to how 

information literacy could be integrated into specific curricula (e.g. Boss & 

Drabinski, 2014; Harris, 2013; Moselen & Wang, 2014). Earlier literature has 

seldom questioned the regarding of information literacy as a pre-defined, sta-

ble set of competences (Tuominen, Savolainen & Talja, 2005). The qualifiers 

to literacy mentioned above, as well as what can be called traditional print lit-

eracy, are often interpreted as competencies or skills a person needs in order to 

be considered literate (Buckingham, 2007, p. 149; Limberg et al., 2013). The 

information literacy tradition has been criticised for unquestioningly taking the 

individual as a starting point, hence disregarding social, cultural, economic 

and critical aspects (Kapitzke, 2003). This could be contrasted with media lit-

eracy, where the starting point traditionally has been mass media and its role 

in society (Martin, 2008). Due to a practical theoretical turn in information 

studies (e.g. Lloyd, 2010), there is a growing interest in these aspects within 

information literacy research. This interest also includes relating information 

literacy to how information is produced and communicated in the network 

society (Andersen, 2006; Bruce, B. C., 1997; Limberg et al., 2013; Sundin & 

Francke, 2009). 

In the next section, cues are taken from a socio-material tradition in order to 

understand information literacy as dependent on technologies and practices. 

A SOCIO-MATERIAL PERSPECTIVE ON INFORMATION LITERACY

According to Street (1984), literacy may be understood in an autonomous 

model that views reading and writing as neutral skills and treats literacy in the 

singular, or in an ideological model that understands literacies within the social 

practices they are enacting. The ideological model relates literacy to power 
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when different norms of literacy take the foreground in different social prac-

tices. By underlining that activities of information are carried out within a 

practice it is here emphasised that information searching and source evaluation 

are not merely cognitive and rational affairs, but rather something that is 

embedded in routines and mutually constructed by people, activities and arte-

facts, including digital technologies, available in a given practice (e.g. Cox, 

2012; Haider, 2012). With reference to Street (1984), the current study is 

located within an ideological model of literacy, and brings with it an interest in 

how information literacies are constructed in specific situations, rather than 

starting from a predefined set of abilities. Consequently, here the focus is on 

how information literacy is achieved in the curriculum.

An ideological model of literacy is often referred to as being a part of a socio-

cultural framework of how people’s activities and tools are jointly shaped in 

social practices. In this analysis, the tool metaphor is extended and given 

meaning within a socio-material understanding, in which non-humans are ana-

lysed as actors who shape practices in the same way as humans (Latour, 2005). 

This upgrading of technologies, and other artefacts, as co-constructing social 

practices underlines the need to understand a practice as something actors – 

humans as well as non-humans – have jointly constructed. Another concept of 

importance, stemming from the same socio-material tradition, is translation 

(Callon, 1986). Actors must, in this comprehension, translate and adjust their 

activities in relation to each other. Mager (2009) identifies Google as such a 

central actor on the Internet, and it could be described in the words of Callon 

(1986) as an “obligatory passage point”. By that, it is meant that Google has 

such a monopolistic position that both web searchers and web producers need 

to translate to and adjust to the search engine in order to be successful in pur-

suing their goals. When teachers and pupils are expected to develop teaching 

and learning in the digital sphere, the question might be how the educational 

system has translated their activities to Google and other digital nodal points. 

Educational technologies, analogue as well, have always co-produced prac-

tices of learning and teaching in schools (Sørensen, 2009). Bertram Bruce 

relates literacy to a socio-material understanding and states that, “a theory of 

literacy in a particular setting or community needs to incorporate an analysis 

of the relevant technologies” (1997, p. 304). Research on information literacy 

should accordingly include an understanding of the technologies involved, not 

as something separate from literacy but as socio-material or socio-technical 

(Tuominen et al., 2005). For example, Google Scholar co-produces the rele-

vance of academic knowledge, which has consequences for what critical infor-

mation literacy should include (van Dijck, 2010). Säljö (2012) uses Latour’s 

concept of the black box in order to describe how knowledge is built into algo-

rithms of digital technologies, such as search engines, and he discusses the 

need to open up powerful digital learning tools. 



INVISIBLE SEARCH: INFORMATION LITERACY IN THE SWEDISH CURRICULUM FOR COMPULSORY SCHOOLS  |  OLOF SUNDIN198

This article is downloaded from www.idunn.no. © 2015 Author(s). This is an Open Access 
article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-SA 4.0 License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

METHOD AND MATERIAL

This study was carried out by means of an analysis of Lgr11 (2011) and related 

documents, such as official comments on course plans. Lgr11 is published in 

one volume by the Swedish National Agency for Education and consists of the 

introductory chapter Fundamental values and tasks of the school (5 pages), 

followed by the chapter Overall goals and guidelines for education (7 pages). 

In the third and last chapter, 20 syllabi and their knowledge requirements 

(249 pages) are presented. The knowledge requirements for a passing mark 

are, in the Swedish curriculum for compulsory school, specified in a grading 

scale from A to E, where A is the strongest grade. In the discussion below, the 

phrasing for the grade E is used. The presentation of each subject begins with 

a short general introduction, followed by The aim of the subject. This section 

ends with a conclusion or summary that is presented in bullet points. Then fol-

lows the heading Central content in which the learning outcomes for different 

levels (years 1–3, 4–6, 7–9) are described. There is an English version of 

Lgr11, however the commenting texts are in Swedish and thus, when quoted, 

have been translated into English.

This study is based on a qualitative analysis of textual documents carried out 

in three consecutive phases (compare Wolcott, 1994). The first analytical 

phase constituted descriptive reading in order to establish what the documents 

analysed actually say, and also to identify where in the texts and how central 

terminology related to source evaluation and searching were referred to. In the 

second phase, a continuous comparative analysis of the central terminology 

was carried out. This was primarily done by means of a table listing central ter-

minology in different subjects, years and knowledge requirements in Lgr 11 

alongside each other, in order to facilitate comparison. The third phase con-

sisted of a theoretical reading of the central terminology in Lgr11 and related 

documents. The theoretical reading was approached by the means of key con-

cepts from earlier literature (particularly intratextual and intertextual search-

ing), as well as with a socio-material understanding of information literacy that 

particularly conjures up how literacy practices are enmeshed with notions of 

information technology. 

The first two analytical phases, which focus on description and comparison, 

anchor the theoretical reading in the empirical material. Consequently, the 

descriptive and comparative dimension of the findings make the analysis more 

transparent. At the same time, the socio-material perspective puts certain 

aspects into focus and leaves out others. When combining the different ana-

lytical phases, a purely inductive or deductive approach to analysis has been 

avoided in favour of an abductively oriented approach, which here refers to 

when the analysis moves back and forth between the empirical material and the 

theoretical starting points (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009, p. 3ff.). 
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THE SWEDISH CURRICULUM FOR COMPULSORY SCHOOL

Sweden has nine years of compulsory schooling, starting from the year the 

pupils turn seven. The formal regulations for the compulsory school are set in 

the Education Act (SFS 2010:800) and the Swedish curriculum for compulsory 

school (Lgr11). The public report that preceded the curriculum reform (SOU, 

2007:28) is also important. Schools could be organised either by municipalities 

or as privately run schools. The National Agency for Education “supervises, 

supports, follows up and evaluates the school in order to improve quality and 

outcomes” (the Swedish National Agency for Education, 2014). One example 

of the supervising role of the National Agency for Education is its examination 

of how IT has spread and is used in Swedish schools. In a report from 2013, it 

is stated that when using computers, 40% of the pupils in years 1 to 3 are good 

or very good at finding the information they are looking for on the Internet; but 

only 11% are good or very good at finding out if they could trust that informa-

tion (the National Agency for Education, 2013, p. 57). This report is a follow-

up on IT use in Swedish schools conducted every three years. The results from 

years 1–3 are based on teachers’ estimates of pupils’ abilities, while older 

pupils have answered the questions themselves. The method used is primarily 

questionnaires. In years 4–6, 83% of the pupils report they are good or very 

good at finding the information they are looking for on the Internet, but only 

58% of pupils state they are good or very good at finding out if they could trust 

that information (the National Agency for Education, 2013, p. 58). According 

to the report, 87% of pupils in years 7–9 report they are good or very good at 

finding the information they are looking for on the Internet. However, only 

63% of pupils state they are good or very good at finding out if they could trust 

that information (the National Agency for Education, 2013, p. 59). 

According to Englund (2012, p. 20ff.), four New Public Management trends 

are visible in Swedish contemporary educational politics: stronger organisa-

tional differentiation, standardisation through learning outcomes, market solu-

tions for the school system and a growing presence of schools as businesses 

that attract venture capital. Compared with earlier Swedish curricula, Lgr11 

stands out in a number of ways. It consists of clear goals, both general learning 

outcomes and learning outcomes for the different syllabi. The syllabi are sup-

plemented with specific knowledge requirements for each syllabus, including 

different levels and different grading (from A to E). The syllabi and their 

knowledge requirements make it possible to assess whether a student fulfils 

what is intended in each syllabus. Lgr11 continues a development towards 

goal-oriented education that began with its predecessor, Lpo94. At the same 

time, the school system has a strong organisational differentiation, where 

pupils can select specific subjects and choose between different schools. This 

development began in Sweden in the late 1980s and has since continued 

through the privatisation of schools. As a result, differences between schools 

have increased while school classes themselves have become more homoge-

nous. (Englund, 2012)
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FINDINGS

The significance of information and how it is searched for, selected and eval-

uated – a connection that in research often underpins descriptions of the term 

information literacy – is already emphasised in the first chapter of Lgr11:

Pupils should be able to keep their bearings in a complex reality, where 

there is a vast flow of information and where the rate of change is rapid. 

This is the reason that study skills and methods of acquiring and using new 

knowledge are important. It is also necessary that pupils develop their abil-

ity to critically examine facts and relationships, and appreciate the conse-

quences of different alternatives. (Lgr11, 2011, p. 9)

This formulation is exactly the same as in the predecessor to today’s curricu-

lum, Lpo94 (Ministry of Education (1994). Notably, “skills and methods of 

acquiring” are separated from “critically examine facts”, a theme we will 

return to further on. The chapter Overall goals and guidelines for education 

has one heading entitled Knowledge [Kunskaper] with 16 bullet points formu-

lating the areas in which the pupils should develop understanding during the 

nine years they spend in compulsory school. One of these bullet points states 

that the school is responsible for ensuring that pupils, when leaving the com-

pulsory school, “can use modern technology as a tool in the search for knowl-

edge, communication, creativity and learning” (Lgr, 2011, p. 16). The utilitar-

ian “use” is favoured, and reflexive aspects are put aside.

It should be mentioned that there is no separate syllabus for computing in 

Swedish primary school. Furthermore the concept of digital competence, 

which is promoted by the European Union as part of the Key competences for 

lifelong learning (European Commission, 2006), is not mentioned in the cur-

riculum, nor in any of the 20 syllabi (Samuelsson, 2014). This could be com-

pared to the situation in Norway, where digital literacy is given the status of a 

fifth basic competence (Johannesen, Øgrim & Giæver, 2010; Krumsvik, 

2008), and where the Ministry of Knowledge has provided a framework on 

how basic competences (including digital competence) could be used for cur-

riculum development (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2012). On the other hand, two 

important abilities that are typically associated with information literacy are 

stressed in the Swedish curriculum: criticism of sources
1

 and information 

searching. 

There is a division of labour in the curriculum concerning which subjects are 

supposed to deal with information searching and criticism of sources. The sub-

ject Swedish has a primary responsibility for searching while criticism of 

sources, or evaluation, is particularly considered in Social Studies (including 

the subject Civics) and Natural Science (the National Agency for Education, 

1. The Swedish concept källkritik (from the German Quellenkritik) cannot easily be translated 

into English. The English language version of Lgr11 uses variations of translations, for 

example criticism of sources and critical awareness of sources.
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2011b, p. 22). In the National Agency for Education’s 2013 report (p. 68), it is 

established that the pupils’ use of computers is most common in Swedish and 

Civics and that above all, pupils use computers in schools for finding informa-

tion. Although criticism of sources and information searching are, to some 

extent, treated in most of the syllabi, these activities could be said to be espe-

cially important in the subjects Swedish and Civics. Other subjects could also 

have been included in the study reported, but in this study, the subject had to 

be left out.

In the following, the learning outcomes and the specific knowledge require-

ments for Swedish and Civics are described and analysed.

Civics

Under Aim of the subject in Civics, it is stated “Teaching should give pupils the 

tools to manage information in daily life and studies, and knowledge about 

how to search for and assess information from different sources” (Lgr11, 2011, 

p. 189). One of six listed abilities the pupils are supposed to develop is of spe-

cific interest: “Search for information about society from the media, the Inter-

net and other sources and assess its relevance and credibility” (Lgr11, 2011 

p. 189). The Internet is treated as a source among other sources and not as a 

topic in itself. In the comments, information searching and evaluation of 

sources stand out as crucial. One of the overall aims of Civics is stated as 

developing “knowledge on how to search and evaluate information from dif-

ferent sources” (the National Agency for Education, 2011a, p. 8). This should 

be achieved by “letting pupils encounter a variety of information sources and 

become familiar with them” (p. 8). It seems as if the act of searching is made 

invisible and is above all defined here as searching for information within 

given sources, what has been previously described as intratextual searching. 

The next sentence identifies the practice of information searching as a techni-

cal aspect: “There are also purely technical aspects of information searching 

that are important in school. It could include, for example, how to use a dic-

tionary or doing Internet searches” (p. 8). In the quote, techniques for finding 

information are not given a critical examination. Search engines and encyclo-

paedias seem primarily to be regarded as neutral infrastructures that could be 

separated from literacy (cp. Bruce, B. C., 1997). Source evaluation is dis-

cussed in a way that emphasises what could be considered as traditional 

aspects, such as “how to identify message, sender and purpose” (the National 

Agency for Education, 2011a, p. 24). These are still important, but do not con-

sider changing consequences that come with new forms of digital production 

and communication (Sundin & Francke, 2009). Information searching is, in 

the comment material, also related to subject aspects, i.e. asking relevant ques-

tions in relation to the aim of the particular investigation, a theme that is often 

discussed in information literacy research (e.g. Limberg et al., 2013). 

In the following, aspects of information searching and source evaluation are 

presented under the different age groups.



INVISIBLE SEARCH: INFORMATION LITERACY IN THE SWEDISH CURRICULUM FOR COMPULSORY SCHOOLS  |  OLOF SUNDIN202

This article is downloaded from www.idunn.no. © 2015 Author(s). This is an Open Access 
article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-SA 4.0 License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

Years 1–3

The central content of specific relevance to media and information literacy can 

be found under the heading Exploring reality and the bullet point “Methods of 

searching for information from different sources: interviews, observations and 

measurements. How sources and information can be assessed and processed” 

(Lgr11, 2011, p. 191). When reading the knowledge requirements to be ful-

filled after year 3, it is clear that information searching is not explicitly related 

to the Internet, even if pupils’ experiences of information from different media 

are emphasised in the requirements. Technologies, and with them the socio-

material aspects of information searching, are here invisible. 

Years 4–6

Under the central content for years 4–6, the media and information literacy 

aspects are of particular interest in this article; source evaluation and informa-

tion searching are located under the heading Information and communication. 

One of the two bullet points concerns “How to distinguish between messages, 

senders and purpose in different media with critical awareness of sources” 

(Lgr11, 2011, p. 191). Again, we see how a critical perspective is nested with 

evaluation of source. The other bullet point concerns the “Dissemination of 

information, advertising and shaping public opinion” and how media and pop-

ular culture influences sexuality and gender. The knowledge requirements for 

the passing grade after year 6 includes “Pupils can search for information 

about society and use different sources in a basically functional way and apply 

simple reasoning to the usefulness of the information and sources” (Lgr11, 

2011, p. 195). Information searching is not a part of the central content, but is 

interestingly present in the knowledge requirements. Information searching is 

explicitly mentioned in the requirements, which is not the case after year 3. 

Years 7–9

Under the central content for the years 7–9, media and information literacy 

aspects are once again treated under the heading “Information and communi-

cation”. The first of three bullet points concerns the role of mass media in soci-

ety. The second concerns how the different genres of mass media are built up 

and how they mediate certain identities and stereotypes. The third bullet point 

concerns “Opportunities and risks associated with the Internet and communi-

cation via electronic media” (Lgr11, 2011, p. 192). The basic knowledge 

requirements after year 9 demand that “Pupils can search for information about 

society, using different sources in a basically functional way and apply simple 

and to some extent informed reasoning about the credibility and relevance of 

their sources of information” (Lgr11, 2011, p. 197). The usefulness of infor-

mation, as it was formulated for years 4–6, is here replaced with “credibility” 

and “relevance”, which could be regarded as a progression. At the same time, 

technologies for searching, and the way these might mediate certain perspec-

tives or even worldviews, are not scrutinised, leaving searching in the meta-

phorical black box. The second item on the list deals with how mass media is 
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built up, but not how “searching” configures our outlook of the world. It should 

be noted that source evaluation in years 7–9 is supposed to be integrated when 

studying other content in Civics, but few guidelines are given on how this 

should be achieved (Comments to the course plan in Civics, 2011, p. 24). Thus, 

searching as a socio-material practice is not given attention. When the role of 

media in society is discussed, it is detached from a critical discussion on vari-

ous technologies that filter between us and web sources (e.g. search engines), 

without considering the role of searching in society. When navigating the 

Internet is discussed, practical aspects are highlighted instead: “It is about how 

you can practically orient yourself in the flow of information, such as where to 

find different types of texts in a newspaper or how to navigate websites” (the 

National Agency for Education, 2011a, p. 24f). 

Information searching in Civics is part of the knowledge requirements at all three 

stages, but searching is not explicitly present as central content (the National 

Agency for Education, 2011b, p. 22). The exception is in the years 1–3, but here 

information searching is understood as an empirical method (observing, inter-

viewing, and measuring). At the same time, as Liberg et al. (2013) note, infor-

mation searching and evaluation is not a part of the national test that all Swedish 

pupils take at the end of year 6. Thus, there is an inconsistent and uncertain treat-

ment of information searching and evaluation in Lgr11 that mirrors earlier class-

room studies, which have shown the difficulties of making information literacy 

an object of teaching (Limberg & Sundin, 2006; Sundin, Francke & Limberg, 

2011). There is a progression in the learning requirements from searching infor-

mation in the years 1–3. When the pupils advance in the educational system to 

the years 4–6 and later to 6–9, this progression requires “that pupils seek and use 

information in a more functional way” (the National Agency for Education, 

2011a, p. 33). Critical components, such as relevance and trustworthiness are not 

introduced among the knowledge requirements until the years 7–9, and then in 

relation to “information sources” or to “media”. Consequently, resources for 

information searching are, once again, treated as a neutral infrastructure, leaving 

out the socio-material aspects of searching and evaluation (cp. Bruce, B. C., 

1997; Säljö, 2012. This picture is strengthened by the fact that information 

searching and source evaluation are only discussed as “use”.

Swedish

Evaluating sources and, particularly, searching for information plays an impor-

tant role in the subject Swedish. Under Aim, we can read the following: 

“Teaching should also help pupils to develop their knowledge of how to search 

for and critically evaluate information from various sources” (Lgr11, 2011, 

p. 211). The section is summarised in the form of a list of five bullet points of 

which the final one is “search for information from different sources, and eval-

uate these” (Lgr11, 2011, p. 212). The comment material to Swedish says: 

“The subject Swedish has the primary responsibility to ensure that pupils learn 

to search for information from an increasingly varied selection of sources, 

a knowledge which they then can use in other school subjects” (the National 
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Agency for Education, 2011b, p. 8). Five headings structure the main body of 

the text under the different age groups (1–3, 4–6, 7–9) (Lgr, 2011, p. 212f): 

Reading and writing; Speaking, listening and talking; Narrative texts and non-

fiction texts; Use of language, and Searching for information and critical eval-

uation of sources. As early as the first years, information searching and evalu-

ation are awarded central positions within the subject.

Years 1–3

The specific content of Searching for information and critical evaluation of 

sources is described in the form of two bullet points. The first one concerns 

searching within texts of different genres: “Searching for information in books, 

magazines and websites for children”. The second item on the list reads as fol-

lows: “Criticism of sources, how the sender of a text influences content”. The 

knowledge requirements are formulated in the following manner: “Pupils can 

search for information from a given source, and give an account of the essen-

tial parts of the information in simple forms through factual texts” (Lgr11, 

2011, p. 216). Information searching is regarded as conducted within given 

sources, omitting much of the complexity of searching. As stated in the com-

ment material, “In the lower grades it may be sufficient to search for informa-

tion in books and magazines available at the school or on websites for chil-

dren” (the National Agency for Education, 2011b, p. 21). Information 

searching is here regarded as intratextual rather than intertextual. The “criti-

cism of sources”, as described in the central content, is not present in the 

knowledge requirements. 

Years 4–6

The Central content for the years 4–6 uses the same headings as in the years 

1–3. Under the heading Searching for information and critical evaluation of 

sources there are two bullet points (Lgr 2011, p. 214). The first one is “Infor-

mation in some different media and sources, such as reference books, from 

interviews and via Internet search engines”. In contrast to the years 1–3, search 

engines have been included. The second bullet point reads “How to compare 

sources and examine their reliability from a critical standpoint”. A critical per-

spective is included in the assessment of sources, but not in relation to search-

ing. The knowledge requirements state “Pupils can search for, select and com-

pile information from a limited range of sources and then apply simple 

reasoning to the usefulness of the information” (Lgr11, 2011, p. 2015). The 

definition of searching in the central content is intertextual, but in the knowl-

edge requirements, the number of sources is described as limited. 

Years 7–9

The Central content has the same structure as in 1–3 and in 4–6, but Searching 

for information and critical evaluation of sources consists of a list of three bul-

let-points (Lgr11, 2011, p. 216). The first one is “Searching for information in 
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libraries and the Internet, in books and the mass media, and also through inter-

views”. The area of information searching is consequently expanded to include 

libraries and searching seems to be understood as both intertextual and intra-

textual searching. Referral to sources is mentioned in the second bullet point: 

“How to quote and make references to sources”. The third bullet point states, 

“How to sift through a large amount of information and examine the reliability 

of sources with a critical perspective”. This bullet point concerns evaluation of 

sources, also on the Internet. The knowledge requirements for a passing mark 

read as follows: “Pupils can search for, select and summarise information from 

a limited range of sources and apply simple and to some extent informed rea-

soning to the credibility and relevance of their sources and information.” The 

numbers of sources pupils are searching within are still limited. Again, critical 

aspects of information literacy are nested with source evaluation, but discon-

nected from searching and devices for searching, which risks that searching 

becomes separated from a socio-material understanding of how search engines 

co-produce knowledge (van Dijck, 2010). 

Also in Swedish, there is ambivalence in the central content and the knowledge 

requirements regarding whether sources should be limited in advance or not, 

particularly in the years 7–9. 

The progression of this skill assumes that students in the earlier grades can 

seek information from any approved source and reproduce the basic ele-

ments of the information. In later years, and at the higher grade levels 

demands for being able to handle variation in the selection of sources 

increase, alongside demands on students to demonstrate an increasingly 

more profound and critical review of information and sources (the National 

Agency for Education, 2011b, p. 25).

On one hand, pupils are supposed to learn how to search for information on the 

Internet, but on the other hand, the number of sources should be limited in 

advance. There is a progression from information searching in single texts 

(intratextual information searching) to information searching within more than 

one text (intertextual information searching), but the pupils’ argumentation on 

trustworthiness and relevance is, according to the specified knowledge 

requirements, carried out within a pre-defined universe of information sources. 

Liberg et al. (2013) describe such a phenomenon as “avsmalning” [narrowing], 

which should be understood as requirements being formulated in a narrower 

fashion than in the central content. This narrowing is further emphasised by the 

fact that media and information literacy in general is not a part of the national 

test in Swedish or in PISA. The national tests are conducted in Swedish in 

years 3, 6 and 9, and the intertextual aspects of information searching on the 

Internet are not covered. PISA has a section on digital reading in which pupils’ 

abilities to follow links, find information on a page and scroll are tested, but so 

far the digital literacy module in PISA relates only to a limited extent to what 

is here termed media and information literacy.



INVISIBLE SEARCH: INFORMATION LITERACY IN THE SWEDISH CURRICULUM FOR COMPULSORY SCHOOLS  |  OLOF SUNDIN206

This article is downloaded from www.idunn.no. © 2015 Author(s). This is an Open Access 
article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-SA 4.0 License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

CONCLUSION

Information searching is becoming easier and more effortless, at the same time 

as we are growing more dependent on the functionality of the digital technol-

ogies with which we live our lives. Memory functions and social relations are 

increasingly outsourced to the Internet. These changes are only to some extent 

reflected in the Swedish curriculum for compulsory school, preschool classes 

and recreation centres (Lgr11). The subject Swedish has a special role in rela-

tion to information literacy, since it is awarded responsibility for information 

searching. Despite the space the practice of information searching is given in 

Lgr 11, information searching is not ascribed a critical perspective and search 

engines appear to be a part of a neutral infrastructure. A critical perspective is 

limited to the evaluation of sources and media’s role in society, while searching 

is above all treated as use of technology. Thus, information literacy in this 

respect is separated from an analysis of the technologies involved (cp. Bruce, 

B. C., 1997). It is here argued that contemporary new networked media make 

a clear distinction between searching and source evaluation impossible. Pupils 

use computers primarily for looking up information (the National Agency for 

Education 2013), and most people appear to regard Google as an obligatory 

passage point on the Internet (Mager, 2009). However, it does not appear that 

the curriculum has translated the phenomenon of information searching and 

evaluation to contemporary technologies for searching and communicating on 

the Internet with a critical perspective. These have not, with a reference to 

Säljö (2012), been unpacked from their black boxes or understood as a societal 

phenomenon.

Lgr11 could be said to prescribe certain ideal practices. Here it has been stud-

ied as to how and where information is inscribed into these practices with a 

specific focus on information searching and evaluation. The study has also 

revealed the progression of these abilities in the subjects of Swedish and Civics 

and how critical aspects were not introduced until the years 7–9. The curricu-

lum provides a surprisingly large amount of space for searching as a means of 

finding information within texts, and less space for finding information in the 

boundless space of the Internet. This is referred to as differences between inter-

textual and intratextual information searching (compare Liberg et al., 2013). 

When the former is considered, the technologies for searching and ranking of 

relevance are not awarded importance. In our highly digitised and networked 

society, intertextual information searching becomes more important than 

before. There seems to be a hesitation and uncertainty regarding what kind of 

information searching is referred to, and there is a similar hesitation between 

supplying information to pupils in advance and providing the pupils with 

capacity to critically search and evaluate information on their own. 

The National Agency for Education in Sweden (2013) reports that pupils are 

self-confident in their abilities to search for information, but less so in evalu-

ating the trustworthiness of the information found. Instead of regarding the 

high self-esteem of searching capacity as comforting, it could be regarded as 

sign of an unreflective approach to the giant that is the networked world – 
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Google in its various forms. Earlier research has illustrated the difficulties 

involved when pupils are required to find information on their own (e.g. Alex-

andersson & Limberg, 2011; Blikstad-Balas & Hvistendahl, 2013). Networked 

media is, to an increasing extent, more invisible in the daily life of its users 

than media has traditionally been. News articles, encyclopaedia articles and 

video clips are taken from their original media context and re-contextualised 

on the Google hit list. The giant search engine becomes super-media and the 

access point for almost everything. At the same time, this study shows that this 

awareness is not inscribed into the curriculum. The difficulties of making 

information literacy (and similar literacies) an object of teaching and learning 

(Limberg & Sundin, 2006; cp. Buckingham 2006) have, despite good inten-

tions, a parallel in the curriculum. 

In contemporary society, media is difficult to discuss without an interest in 

information searching and other aspects of information literacy. Meanwhile, 

research in information literacy needs to consider the materiality of informa-

tion, such as search engine functionalities, and the link to democracy that the 

media literacy tradition brings. Not least, the searchification of contemporary 

society has made a critical engagement in the meaning of the “I” in media and 

information literacy essential. The expanding role of search engines has dis-

rupted much of the traditional media industry. It is argued here that the more 

information searching is simplified and integrated into other media, the more 

there is a need for critical media and information literacy. 
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