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Abstract 

The overall aim of the present study is to develop knowledge of Swedish 
students’ writing in English, and how teaching of a specific kind of writing 
can be designed and enacted. The study focuses on what the students need to 
discern in order to develop a more differentiated knowledge of how to adapt 
a message to an unknown receiver—in this case a message for a person at a 
hotel. The research question addressed is how aspects of text and receiver can 
be varied and explored by teachers and students jointly in order to expand the 
students’ capability to adapt a text to an unknown receiver. The study is based 
on transcribed lesson data from a learning study, which is a research approach 
where teachers and researchers work together in an iterative process to 
understand and improve teaching and learning of a specific object of learning. 
The research question was explored in five cycles with five different groups. 
Thirty-four Swedish students, 14–16 years of age, from a special school for 
students with dyslexia and neuropsychiatric disorders, participated in the 
study. The theoretical framework of the study was variation theory. A basic 
assumption of variation theory is that, in order to develop a certain piece of 
knowledge, it is critical to discern some particular aspects of that knowledge. 
To enable the discernment of such aspects, they must be made discernible by 
means of variation. The results show that a short message, used as an example, 
needs to be deconstructed into its aspects. Once the students had discerned the 
concept of the receiver, they started to contrast ways to express the same 
content for known and unknown receivers. With the help of the concept of the 
receiver, the students explored the aspects amount of information, politeness, 
and formality together with the teachers. Each aspect needed to be focused on 
separately but within the framing whole of the specific context, that is, writing 
a message to a hotel. The findings also show that certain aspects on the macro-
level were possible to discern when two texts were compared, whereas other 
aspects on the micro-level, such as modal verbs, had to be varied against the 
background of an invariant clause in order for the students to discern them.   
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1 Introduction 

What do students need to learn in order to develop their ability to write a 
message in English for a receiver other than peers, friends, or family? How 
can teaching be designed and enacted for the students to learn to write such a 
message? Even though research on first-, second- and foreign-language 
writing has increased in the last decades, there is a need for further research 
on writing, and how it can be taught, in order to answer these questions. 
Furthermore, there is a need to understand the teaching of English writing in 
relation to students with various needs, including inexperienced writers, such 
as the participants of the present study, who are diagnosed with dyslexia and 
have less experience in writing compared to other students of the same age. 
The present study contributes knowledge on the nature of the skills concerned 
in a specific kind of writing—writing a message for an unknown receiver—
and what the teaching of that should include. 
  
Although Swedish students’ language proficiency in English was relatively 
high in the first European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC), the 
results for writing were lower than for the receptive skills of reading and 
listening (European Commission, 2012). Besides being objectives of language 
teaching and learning, the productive skills of speaking and writing in the 
target language can also be means to learn languages according to the output 
hypothesis (Ellis, 2005; Swain, 2000). Writing offers rich possibilities to 
negotiate both meaning and form, and this negotiation is a powerful means of 
language learning (Williams, 2012). Thus, the activity of writing can both 
develop writing proficiency and promote language proficiency. Therefore it 
should be made accessible to all students, including students with writing 
difficulties.  
 
Writing in a language other than one's mother tongues requires language 
proficiency in the target language in addition to writing proficiency in the 
mother tongue (Cummins, 1979). The differences in English-language 
proficiency among Swedish students are considerable due to the fact that there 
are vast differences in how much time young people in Sweden spend on 
English activities outside of school. This difference affects language 
proficiency, as language proficiency correlates with amount of input (Olsson, 
2011; Sundquist, 2009). However, the writing ability that teenagers are 
supposed to develop in lower secondary school stretches far beyond the 
writing situations that teenagers experience in their everyday lives (The 
Swedish National Agency for Education (SNAE), 2018). The receiver of a 
teenager’s communication in authentic writing situations is likely to be a peer 



 
 

2 
 

or a parent, and authentic writing for 14- to 16-year-olds may be assumed to 
be informal chatting, texting, and gaming, whereas they in school are expected 
to be prepared to communicate for different purposes and receivers (SNAE, 
2018). Although there is a correlation between the amount of time spent with 
extramural contacts in English and grades in the English (Olsson, 2011), 
speaking and writing are not practiced outside of school to the same extent as 
comprehension skills are (The Swedish Schools Inspectorate, 2011; Olsson, 
2011). This may be one explanation for Swedish students' comparatively 
lower results for writing than for the receptive skills of reading and listening 
in the ESLC (European Commission, 2012).  
  
Moreover, the results of the ESLC (SNAE, 2012) show significant variation 
in results in writing compared to those in reading and listening in the Swedish 
context. The results differed between schools and between classes within 
schools. These findings indicate that writing is more demanding than the other 
skills tested, reading and listening. Furthermore, the findings imply variability 
concerning efficacy of the teaching of writing (SNAE, 2012). The students’ 
results seem to be more dependent on the individual teacher’s teaching skills 
when it comes to writing, compared to other skills (SNAE, 2012). The 
Swedish School Inspectorate (2011) comes to similar conclusions in a survey 
of English teaching in grades 6–9 in Swedish schools. They find large 
differences between schools and between teachers within schools in how 
writing is taught. The report also shows that, although some teachers and 
schools were more successful in English writing instruction, there are no 
measures taken to make changes in the ways writing is taught on the whole in 
the schools with lower results—for example, in the design and enactment of 
writing tasks. Instead, special arrangements are often made for individual 
students but with the same teaching tasks and teaching approaches (The 
Swedish School Inspectorate, 2011). Given that the results for writing are 
lower in general compared to other skills and that the results differ more 
between schools and individual teachers, the ways of teaching writing need to 
be studied further.  
  
The participants of the current study are diagnosed with dyslexia. Within the 
field of dyslexia, research on English language acquisition and teaching is 
scarce, although it is a problematic area, which several studies imply (cf. 
Föhrer & Magnusson, 2010; Jacobson, 2009). For example, according to 
Jacobsson (2009), the largest differences in grades between students 
diagnosed with dyslexia and control groups are in the subject of English. 
Nilholm and Alm (2010) show that what is called inclusion is sometimes 
understood as a question of physical location, whereas the teaching is left 
unchanged. Educational inclusion, however, means making learning 
accessible to all students (Ainscow, 2000; Nilholm & Alm, 2010), which 
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requires a deeper understanding of the matter that is to be learned as well as 
of ways to teach it. By studying a certain capability in a very limited case, the 
nature of the capability can be explored (Carlgren, 2015). In order to develop 
teaching of English writing in general and for students with writing difficulties 
in particular, further knowledge of specific writing can contribute to a deeper 
understanding of what aspects of writing the students need to discern and how 
these can be taught explicitly. This knowledge can contribute to educational 
inclusion in terms of making writing instruction accessible for all students. 
Studies have also shown that what helps students with special needs is 
effective for all learners (Gadd, 2014; Lo, 2012). 
  
The present study draws on research on first, second- and foreign-language 
writing and aims to contribute to the field of second-language writing in terms 
of Swedish students writing in English. The study is based on transcribed 
lesson data from a learning study. Learning study is a research approach in 
which teachers and researchers work together in an iterative process to 
understand and improve teaching and learning (Cheng & Lo, 2013; Pang & 
Lo, 2012)—in this case how to adapt a message to an unknown receiver at a 
hotel. In a learning study, what the students need to learn in order to develop 
a certain piece of knowledge or a certain skill is studied. This means that the 
skill that the students are expected to develop, the object of learning, is in 
focus: how the students understand it and how it can be taught. In a learning 
study, the teachers use a theory of learning—in this case variation theory (Lo 
& Marton, 2012; Marton & Pang, 2006)—to analyze and develop the teaching 
and learning. Variation theory was used as a theoretical tool in the process of 
the learning study as well as in the following analyses to answer the research 
question for the present study.  
 
The 34 participants of the study are 14- to 16-year-old Swedish students in a 
special school outside of Stockholm, Sweden, for students with dyslexia and 
neuropsychiatric disorders.  
  
Knowledge produced in the present study is specific to the group and context 
but can nevertheless contribute a theoretical description of a case of English 
writing instruction in Sweden that can be transferred and adapted to other 
contexts. Unlike other research studies with a learning study approach, which 
often focus on the nature of the object of learning and its aspects (Kullberg et 
al., 2020), the present study focuses on how the object of learning can be 
manifested in teaching. 
  
The present study is located in the intersection between the fields of first- and 
second-language writing and special education. It takes its point of departure 
in the students’ understandings of what it means to adapt a text to an unknown 
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receiver to explore how teaching can be designed to help the students discern 
aspects of the skill that are critical for developing that skill. 

2 Aim and research question 

The overall aim of the study is to create a theoretical understanding and 
conceptualization of English writing in Sweden, by using a limited and 
specific case. Specifically, the study aims to contribute with didactical 
knowledge of how teaching of a limited piece of writing can be designed and 
enacted in order to develop the students’ capability to adapt a text to a receiver. 
The research question is: 

• How can aspects of text and receiver be varied and explored by 
teachers and students jointly in order to develop the students’ 
capability to adapt a message to an unknown receiver? 

In order to develop writing instruction there is a need to understand the nature 
of the writing proficiency concerned. According to the principles of variation 
theory, which are applied in this study, this means identifying what aspects of 
the knowledge the students need to discern and how those aspects can be made 
explicit and discernible. Therefore, the communicative skills of how to adapt 
a message for an unknown receiver are studied in detail. 
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3 Research on writing and writing 
instruction 

The following chapter presents research from several fields, foremost research 
on writing and writing instruction in first as well as second or foreign 
languages. The term second language is chosen here as a term for Swedish 
students writing in English. Moreover, as the participants of the present study 
are diagnosed with dyslexia, research on writing difficulties in first and second 
languages is relevant. However, the term inexperienced is used in the present 
study because these difficulties are seen as something that can be developed 
with experience. Writing and writing instruction are also presented in relation 
to the special position that the English language has in Sweden today, which 
affects the English language proficiency of young people in Sweden as well 
as the prerequisites for the teaching of English in Sweden.  

The present study hence draws on research on first- and second-language 
writing and writing instruction with different age groups and levels of writing 
proficiency, as research within these areas can contribute knowledge of the 
complex activities of second language writing and writing instruction.  

3.1 Perspectives on writing 

Writing is a complex activity that can be studied from different perspectives. 
Whereas a cognitive perspective focuses on the cognitive processes involved 
in writing (Atkinson, 2011), a sociocultural perspective focuses on the context 
in which writing is developed (Hyland, 2011). School is one such context, in 
addition to other literacy contexts that students and teachers take part in 
(Ivanič, 2004). The present study takes a sociocultural perspective on writing, 
although it is acknowledged that writing includes cognitive as well as 
sociocultural processes.  

3.1.1 A sociocultural perspective on language and writing 

Writing proficiency is part of the larger picture of language proficiency. The 
field of second language acquisition had a strong cognitive and psychological 
focus but has gone through major changes since the late 20th century (Larsen-
Freeman & Freeman, 2008; Ortega, 2011a; Ortega, 2011b). In the last decades 
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the field of second language acquisition has opened up to sociocultural 
perspectives on language acquisition, stemming from the work of Vygotsky 
(1934/2012). In addition to psychological and cognitive explanations of how 
language is acquired, there is a range of sociocultural explanations that focus 
on meaning and social interaction (Hyland, 2011).  
 
From a sociocultural perspective, learning is developed in a practice (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991). Whereas a cognitivist approach to writing tends to focus on 
the writer’s cognitive processes (Atkinson, 2011), a sociocultural perspective 
draws on assumptions about the writer’s and the reader’s mutual 
understanding of the context and of the linguistic conventions within a specific 
culture (Hyland, 2011). A sociocultural perspective on writing thus focuses 
on communicative aspects of the text and involves the interaction between the 
writer and the reader (Hyland, 2011). In this view, learning to write means 
creating a text that the writer assumes the reader will understand in a certain 
way according to the writer’s purpose of writing (Hyland, 2011).  

3.1.2 Writing processes 

According to Vygotsky (1934/2012), language and thinking mutually 
influence and develop each other. Halliday suggests that “language is the 
essential condition of knowing” (Halliday, 1993, p. 94). Language, thinking, 
and communication are thus simultaneous processes that affect each other. 
Both Vygotsky (1934/2012) and Halliday (1993) state that the activity of 
writing is more demanding than spoken communication, which means that if 
you present a difficult subject to a child, the child will be able to communicate 
in spoken language on a more advanced level than in writing (Halliday, 1993; 
Vygotsky, 1995). Vygotsky and Halliday have similar viewpoints concerning 
how language and social context affect each other mutually, and learning is 
seen as a semiotic process wherein language is used to create meaning (Wells, 
1994). Writing involves cultural as well as cognitive processes, and the writer 
makes choices regarding how to present certain content with the help of a 
repertoire of lexico-grammatical resources (Halliday, 1993). 
 
The activity of writing comprises many simultaneous processes, some of 
which the writer may be aware of and others that are automatized and happen 
without the writer being conscious of them (Ivanič, 2004). Whether aspects 
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are conscious or unconscious, in the foreground or in the background, 
automatized or demanding attention and concentration, will affect the writing. 
The process of writing can therefore be discussed in relation to tacit 
knowledge. Carlgren (2015) suggests that knowledge consists of focal and 
non-focal aspects. The non-focal aspects are the foundation of knowledge, the 
background against which some aspects stand out (Carlgren, 2015). Seeing 
writing in this perspective, it becomes essential to understand which aspects 
of writing are in the foreground and which are in the background of a learner’s 
writing processes. Attending to certain aspects and placing them in the 
foreground may prevent the students from discerning other aspects. Focusing 
on the learner’s attention to certain aspects could enable the learner to 
experience writing in a different way, which may advance the development of 
their writing.   

3.1.3 Writing processes of inexperienced writers 

The participants of the present study are defined as inexperienced writers. 
Writing can be developed through practice. The term inexperienced writers is 
therefore broader and possibly more appropriate for the participants of the 
study than, for example, writers with dyslexia. Novice writer is another term 
used by other researchers (Flower & Hayes, 1981; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 
1987). The term novice is often used for a writer in the beginning of a learning 
process. Other terms, such as mature and immature writers, imply degrees of 
maturity in writing (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1987). The participants of the 
present study have encountered writing situations but are assumed to be less 
experienced than other students their age due to their reading and writing 
difficulties, which have affected the pace and the amount of writing they have 
experienced. The development of writing skills can be assumed to be general 
for all writers, although the process may be slower for students with writing 
difficulties. The fact that there are large differences within the group of 
students with dyslexia (Hedman, 2009; Miller Guron & Lundberg, 2000) 
implies that experience affects the results, as some students with dyslexia are 
more advanced writers in English than in their mother tongue, Swedish (Miller 
Guron & Lundberg, 2000). The term inexperienced writers is used throughout 
the present study, even though other researchers have chosen other terms. 
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In addition to research that shows differences between Swedish students with 
dyslexia regarding English language proficiency (Jacobsson, 2009), there are 
studies that emphasize the complexity of the situation. Jacobsson (2009) 
shows a correlation between dyslexia and lower grades in the subject of 
English for Swedish students. The differences in grades between students 
diagnosed with dyslexia and a control group were significant in all subjects, 
but the largest difference was in English (Jacobson, 2009). However, there is 
an argument against the suggestion that dyslexia might be a disadvantage 
when learning English to be found in Miller Guron and Lundberg (2000) 
contribution to research on dyslexia. They find that some Swedish students 
with dyslexia find reading in English easier than reading in their native 
language, Swedish. The results include writing tasks as well, although there 
were fewer writing than reading tasks in the study (Miller Guron & Lundberg, 
2000).  
 
Besides differences in writing proficiency within the group of students with 
reading and writing difficulties, there are differences between how 
experienced and inexperienced writers work during the process of writing in 
their mother tongue (Faigley & Witte, 1981; Flower & Hayes, 1981; 
Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1987). Although writers can have more or less 
efficient strategies depending on how familiar they are with a certain text type 
(Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1987), there are differences between how 
experienced and inexperienced writers approach writing. On the one hand, 
experienced writers focus primarily on global aspects of writing, such as 
organization and content (Faigley & Witte, 1981), and often stop and reread 
what they have written (Flower & Hayes, 1981). They focus on content and 
form simultaneously, choosing to present a content for a reader to experience 
in a certain way (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1987). Inexperienced writers, on the 
other hand, tend to focus on surface structure and on editing elements such as 
punctuation, spelling, and grammar (Faigley & Witte, 1981), and only a small 
number of their revisions during the writing process concern meaning on a 
macro level (Faigley & Witte, 1981). Furthermore, many inexperienced 
writers revise less often and less extensively, and revisions do not always 
improve their texts. Sometimes revisions even have a negative effect on the 
quality of the text (Faigley & Witte, 1981).  
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The writing processes differ when students are faced with different challenges, 
for examples in different school subjects (Randahl, 2014), or when writing in 
another language (Lindgren & Sullivan, 2008). For example, whereas students 
who are experienced writers write lab-reports in a certain order, from easier 
to more complicated parts, the writing processes within the Swedish subject 
appear to have a more global character and the students work on improving 
the structure of the text as a whole continuously (Randahl, 2014). When 
writers write in a second or a foreign language, they tend to focus more on 
linguistic features, such as spelling, than when they write in their mother 
tongue (Lindgren & Sullivan, 2008). Moreover, Lindgren (2005) presents 
results that suggest differences concerning revision between first and second 
language writing—specifically that writers writing in a second language tend 
to focus on form more than content. Furthermore, Hedman (2009) shows, in a 
study on bilingual students with dyslexia, that texts written by students with 
dyslexia are significantly shorter compared to texts produced by a control 
group, although the oral narrative skills of the students with dyslexia are 
sometimes advanced (Hedman, 2009). Hedman (2009) concludes that there is 
a gap between speaking and writing proficiencies and that students with 
dyslexia need to be helped to improve their writing proficiency.   

3.2 Perspectives on writing instruction 

Writing in a second language builds on the general language proficiency in 
the target language in terms of vocabulary and grammar as well as on the 
writing skills developed in the mother tongue (Cummins, 1979). There are, 
thus, many factors to take into consideration in second-language writing 
instruction in general and in relation to inexperienced writers in particular. 
The position of the English language in Sweden is one factor that deserves 
attention.  

3.2.1 Second language writing instruction 

The special position of the English language in Sweden and in other parts of 
the world affects the teaching of English in Sweden. The concepts of foreign 
and second language therefore need to be defined. English as a second 
language is usually used to describe English taught to students with another 
mother tongue living in an English-speaking environment, whereas English as 
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a foreign language is used for English taught to students with another mother 
tongue living in a country where English is not an official language—for 
example, Sweden (Cabau, 2009). Using this distinction for English in Sweden 
is complicated, however. As opposed to other foreign languages taught in 
school, English is used far more often in daily life outside of school, and young 
people are exposed to English to an extent that it can be considered a second 
language (Cabau, 2009). The term second language (L2) is therefore used in 
the present study, to denote a second language besides the first language (L1). 
It is important, however, to note that English has a high status and that the 
prerequisites differ very much concerning sociolinguistic factors in 
comparison to L2 Swedish spoken by minority groups in Sweden (Hyltenstam 
& Milani, 2012). Whereas questions such as status or identity may affect L2 
Swedish negatively, the high status of the English language may have a 
positive effect on learning (Hyltenstam & Milani, 2012). For example, the 
motivation to learn English is assumed to be higher and less complicated 
because of the high status of the language (Cabau, 2009).  
 
Writing in L1 and L2 are related. It is therefore important to understand the 
way general L2 language proficiency and L1 writing proficiency affect the 
teaching and learning of L2 writing. The interdependence hypothesis, 
introduced by Cummins (1979), explains the relation between L1 and L2. 
Cummins proposes that L1 and L2 writing proficiency are founded on a 
common underlying proficiency, that can be used in both languages. Writing 
proficiency is thus based on a certain common knowledge that needs to be 
specified in relation to each language (Cummins, 1979). Even though L2 
writers seem to improve their writing performance as their language 
proficiency increases (Cumming, 1989; Tardy, 2009), cognitive as well as 
sociocultural aspects of writing are more demanding when writing in an L2 
(Cummins, 1979). The threshold hypothesis, also introduced by Cummins, 
means that certain thresholds must be attained for a student to avoid cognitive 
disadvantages in a second language (Cummins, 1979), which in turn means 
that cognitive processes may affect writing in a second language more than in 
a first language since they are not automatized to the same extent.  
 
Besides the underlying common proficiency that can be used in both 
languages, there are sociocultural aspects of writing that differ between 
languages. Communication and understanding thus depend upon the social 
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and cultural situation in which the communication takes place. Within the field 
of intercultural communication, questions of cultural differences in language 
are studied (Gumperz & Cook-Gumperz, 2007). For example, perceptions of 
humor or what is considered logical or polite are likely to differ between 
situations as well as between languages and cultures (Gumperz & Cook-
Gumperz, 2007). From a sociocultural perspective, the act of writing in an L2 
includes not only linguistic features but perceptions of the situation as well, 
which requires awareness of connections between form, purpose, and the roles 
of writer and reader in specific contexts (Hyland, 2011). Writing thus needs 
to be taught in second as well as in first languages. 

3.2.2 English outside of school 

The large amount of input from the English language in the everyday life of 
young people affects the teaching of the language. As the amount of English 
input differs between students, the differences in proficiency between students 
of the same age can be vast. Two Swedish studies show that the amount of L2 
English-language experiences (extramural activities) outside of school affects 
the L2 language proficiency (Olsson, 2011; Sundqvist, 2009). On the one 
hand, students with a high frequency of extramural activity in L2 English 
develop their ability to vary their L2 language use in relation to text type, 
although they are particularly fluent in tasks where they can use an informal 
everyday language (Olsson, 2011). On the other hand, Sundqvist (2009) states 
that 15% of the population in her study, report not having any extramural 
English activities at all. There is also a correlation between low values of self-
efficacy and proficiency in this group of students. The study does not indicate 
whether the students who engage in extramural activities develop a higher 
level of language proficiency or an already high language proficiency 
motivates them to engage in such activities (Sundqvist, 2009). In either case, 
the gap between the most advanced students and the less proficient ones is 
likely to increase unless the students change their habits of L2 English activity 
outside of school. Furthermore, the students with little input outside of school 
are more dependent on language teaching in school. A comparison could be 
made to the Matthew effects in reading (Stanovich, 1986), which state that 
proficient readers engage in reading activities to a higher degree, which leads 
to improved reading skills, which in turn further increases the motivation for 
reading. Motivation and experience hence have a synergetic effect on 
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development of reading proficiency (Stanovich, 1986). Similarly, students 
who engage in extramural English activities are likely to improve their 
language proficiency, which is likely to affect their motivation to engage in 
further extramural English activities, whereas students who are not motivated 
risk becoming less motivated to engage in English activities in and outside of 
school as the gap increases. 

3.2.3 English writing instruction for inexperienced writers 

The present study does not attend to all factors that affect the writing of 
inexperienced writers. Alternative tools or ways to practice specific skills such 
as phonological awareness, spelling, or working memory are not included in 
the study, even though they are very important. The focus is instead on how 
teaching can be designed in order to develop students’ communicative skills 
in writing.   
 
Föhrer and Magnusson (2010) suggest that the statistically lower English 
grades of Swedish students with dyslexia are related to teaching methods in 
the English subject. When reading and writing skills are emphasized and 
valued to a higher degree than oral proficiency, students with dyslexia are 
disadvantaged (Föhrer & Magnusson, 2010). On the one hand, Föhrer and 
Magnusson (2010) suggest emphasizing oral proficiency, but on the other 
hand, the teaching of reading and writing are important to study further in 
order to find ways to teach writing in a way that enables all students to develop 
writing proficiency.  
  
Miller Guron and Lundberg (2000) suggest that the fact that some students 
with dyslexia have higher results for reading and writing proficiencies in 
English may be explained by the fact that the reading strategies for these 
students are better adapted to English text or that the students’ positive attitude 
and specific interest in English could be an advantage in learning to read and 
write in English (Miller Guron & Lundberg, 2000). Yet another explanation 
may be connected to teaching methods being more or less favorable for 
learning, which may include when and how text is introduced, whether 
literacy is emphasized before oral proficiency, and the extent of flexibility in 
teaching methods overall (Miller Guron & Lundberg, 2000). The results of the 
studies of Miller Guron and Lundberg (2000) and Föhrer and Magnusson 
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(2010) suggest that that the development of writing proficiency is not 
necessarily related to dyslexia in itself but to teaching methods, attitudes, and 
experience or a combination of these.   

3.2.4 Writing instruction in school 

Although there is a correlation between English activities outside the 
classroom and general English language proficiency, Olsson (2011) shows 
that the input from activities outside of school affects writing skills less than 
other proficiencies and that students with little input from outside the 
classroom can still achieve a high level of L2 English writing proficiency. This 
suggests that classroom activities have a particularly important role to play 
regarding writing proficiency.  
 
In addition to being a complex activity in itself, there are a number of different 
discourses on writing and writing instruction that place different factors of the 
writing activity in the foreground. Ivanič (2004) has identified six different 
discourses of writing that comprise beliefs about writing and learning to write. 
Each of them implies a different approach to the teaching of writing: (1) a 
skills discourse, (2) a creativity discourse, (3) a process discourse, (4) a genre 
discourse, (5) a social practices discourse, and (6) a sociopolitical discourse. 
Whereas the skills discourse emphasizes rule-based knowledge, the creativity 
discourse focuses more on the individual's creative expression and less on 
accuracy (Ivanič, 2004). The process discourse emphasizes the different 
phases of writing, such as planning, drafting, and revising, and the genre 
discourse focuses on the cultural conventions of different text types (Ivanič, 
2004). The social practices discourse sees writing as communication and 
advocates authentic writing for contexts outside of school. Lastly, the 
sociopolitical discourse focuses on the question of power. These six 
discourses can be combined, and different discourses are dominant in different 
periods (Ivanič, 2004). According to a recent study, the process discourse was 
most common among Swedish teachers, followed by the genre, creativity, 
skills, and thinking discourses (Sturk & Lindgren, 2019). The skills discourse 
dominated among teachers in earlier grades, whereas the genre discourse was 
more common from grade 4 and up (Sturk & Lindgren, 2019). The different 
discourses affect what will be taken for granted and what will be focused on 
and placed in the foreground, which in turn will affect what will be taught and 



 
 

14 
 

learned (Ivanič, 2004). Furthermore, students interpret the teachers’ 
expectations and adapt their writing to their perception of what the teacher 
expects and will assess (Randahl, 2011). However, if students and teachers 
carry preconceptions of writing related to different discourses, there may be 
conflicts of understanding.  
 
The complexity of L2 writing instruction is reflected in the many different 
ways of understanding and describing writing instruction. A New Zealand 
study on effective practice concerns the practice of teachers whose students 
were successful in the development of L2 writing proficiency (Gadd, 2014). 
Eight dimensions of effective practice were found as well as 52 different 
strategies related to those dimensions (Gadd & Parr, 2017). The dimensions 
comprise high expectations, explicit learning goals, the design and 
implementation of learning tasks, direct instruction, responding to students’ 
individual work, motivating the students, organization and management of the 
classroom, and, lastly, self-regulation. There is a particularly strong alignment 
between student learning and teacher proficiency concerning learning tasks 
and direct instruction. Direct instruction included active and receptive 
demonstrating. Active demonstration, when the teacher composes a text 
together with the students, appeared to be more efficient than receptive 
demonstration, that is, when the teacher analyzes a previously composed text 
together with the students (Gadd & Parr, 2017). Effective teachers 
strategically implemented all dimensions in combination with each other to 
different degrees (Gadd & Parr, 2017). The description of effective L2 writing 
instruction thus shows the complexity of a teaching activity. 
 
Peer feedback is one way to develop students’ writing (Lundström & Baker, 
2009; Berggren, 2013; Berggren, 2015). In a comparative study, university 
language students were given a writing task and then asked to give feedback 
and make suggestions on how to improve another student’s text. A control 
group was asked to improve a text with the help of feedback comments 
(Lundström & Baker, 2009). When the students were asked to develop their 
own texts afterwards, the students who had given feedback on another's text 
developed their own texts to a higher extent than the students who had merely 
received another student’s feedback on their own text. Lundström and Baker 
(2009) thus suggest that writers benefit more from giving feedback than from 
receiving feedback on their own texts. Furthermore, the improvement of the 
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students’ writing was more significant for less advanced writers, even though 
all students improved (Lundström & Baker, 2009). Berggren (2013) further 
studied the effects of giving feedback in Swedish lower secondary school. The 
results of Berggren’s study show that the students improved their texts after 
having given feedback on another student’s text. The texts were improved in 
terms of macro-level features, such as organization and structure and 
especially in content and idea development, whereas micro-level features such 
as grammar, vocabulary, and punctuation were less affected by giving 
feedback (Berggren, 2013).  
 
Explicit writing instruction has proved to benefit the development of writing 
proficiency (Hyland, 2007; Gadd, 2014; Hodgson-Drysdale, 2016; Tardy, 
2009). However, different discourses have different views on what needs to 
be made explicit. For example, the typical traits of a genre are the focus of 
explicit teaching within a genre discourse (Ivanič, 2004). Studies show that 
explicit instructions lead to gains for all students but especially for those at 
risk of underachieving (Gadd, 2014). In the New Zealand study of efficient 
writing instruction, students scoring two curriculum sublevels lower than 
expected for their age group (10–13-year-olds) made significantly greater 
gains than the average gains in the same class. This was correlated to several 
teaching strategies; however, active demonstration, where the teacher 
constructed a text together with the students, was utilized most widely (Gadd 
& Parr, 2017).  
 
Another form of explicit writing instruction that has gained ground in both L1 
and L2 Swedish writing instruction in Sweden over the past few decades is 
genre pedagogy, which derives from the theory of systemic functional 
linguistics (Halliday & Matthiesen, 2014). Genre pedagogy involves explicit 
instruction about how texts are patterned according to the socially and 
culturally shaped conventions of a specific text type within a culture (Martin, 
2009). The cycle of teaching and learning genre has four stages: (1) building 
the field, collecting information about the content; (2) deconstruction of model 
texts in the target genre; followed by (3) a joint construction of a text, where 
the teacher and students construct a text jointly; and, lastly, (4) students 
composing text of the given genre independently (Derewianka, 2016). Genre 
pedagogy has been criticized for becoming too instrumental when it is thought 
of as a fixed instructional model rather than as a perspective on how to analyze 
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text. Sturk and Lindgren (2019) show that, when the genre approach is 
understood this way, there is a tendency for Swedish teachers to focus on 
correct ways of writing rather than on developing writing in relation to readers 
and purposes. Genre pedagogy has also been criticized for ignoring issues of 
power for marginalized groups learning an L2 (Purcell Gates et al., 2007; 
Frankel, 2013; Hyltenstam & Milani, 2012) as well as for having a negative 
effect on students’ creativity and motivation (Fisher, 2006). The response to 
this has been that genre pedagogy should focus on the process rather than the 
product, since the process of deconstructing and analyzing text can be 
transferred to other writing situations (Rose, 2008). 
 
Within a social practice discourse, the situation is focused on rather than 
aspects of the text (Ivanič, 2004). Purcell Gates et al. (2007) suggest that 
authentic writing is more effective than genre pedagogy. In a comparative 
study they find that the degree to which the children are involved in authentic 
literacy events correlates with the degree of development in writing 
proficiency. Even though Purcell Gates et al. (2007) argue that the results of 
their study support the choice of authentic writing situations, they 
acknowledge the possibility of different outcomes depending on a number of 
variables. For example, the students’ motivation and the teachers’ different 
ways of motivating the tasks are likely to affect the outcome of the different 
teaching approaches, which means that a comparison of teaching methods 
could reflect the degree to which the teachers motivate the instruction rather 
than the teaching strategy itself (Purcell Gates et al., 2007). There is, however, 
no conflict between learning conventions of a genre and creating authentic 
writing situations, and it is likely that students need to learn conventions even 
though they write for authentic receivers. Duràn (2017) promotes writing for 
authentic receivers but also shows that when the students of her study write 
for authentic receivers, negotiations on writing conventions are initiated, 
which indicates that the results may correlate with the quality of the 
negotiations as well as the authenticity of the situation.  
 
There are thus a wide range of different views on writing and writing 
instruction that all aim to help students develop writing skills (Ivanič, 2004). 
Many of the different writing discourses have in common the assumption that 
some things need to be taught explicitly in order for the students to develop 
their writing. The present study explores ways of explicit teaching in order to 
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expand the students’ linguistic repertoires concerning how to write to an 
unknown receiver, which can complement other writing approaches.  

3.3 Communication and receiver 

In order to discuss language and communication, theoretical tools and 
concepts are needed. Theoretical concepts from systemic functional 
linguistics (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014) and pragmatics are first presented, 
followed by research on the receiver and how to adapt a text to a receiver.   

3.3.1 Concepts for studying communication 

The present study is based on the assumption that writing is developed in a 
context—an assumption that aligns with the basic assumptions of systemic 
functional linguistics (SFL) as well as pragmatics. Concepts from SFL have 
been useful in that they provide conceptual tools to discuss communication in 
terms of language and its functions in social contexts. Some concepts from 
pragmatics concerning politeness in writing have also been used (Yule, 
1996/2017).  

3.3.1.1 The strata model of communication 
The concept of register, which derives from SFL, involves the linguistic 
repertoire and resources needed to adapt language to different situations. The 
concept is therefore useful in the study of how to adapt a text to a receiver. 
There are three linguistic functions involved: field—the content of 
communication; tenor—the relation between the individuals involved in the 
communication; and mode—the channel used for communication (Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2014). In the present study the students are used to the message 
as a text form, but they are less familiar with the situation of writing to 
unknown receivers, which means they need to expand their register for writing 
(mode) to an unknown receiver (tenor) and to grasp how to adapt the content 
(field). The register is dynamic and develops continuously (Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2014).  
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Figure 3.1 The strata model after Halliday (Martin, 2009) 

 
Figure 3.1 shows the strata model of communication (Martin, 2009). Each 
layer, or stratum, includes the previous ones. The outer stratum, register, thus 
concerns the situation and how to use the linguistic resources from all layers 
below in specific situations. Genre, which describes culturally and historically 
shaped conventions, can be included as yet another stratum that includes all 
the strata of figure 3.1 (Martin, 2009). If the message is a genre, the register 
would include how to adapt the content (field) to a receiver (tenor) in written 
text (mode). 

3.3.1.2 Concepts for studying politeness 
SFL and pragmatics are theories that study the functions of language, of which 
being polite is one. The term politeness is a concept in politeness studies 
within the field of pragmatics (Yule, 1996/2017). Both SFL and pragmatics 
are theories that offer concepts that are useful for studying politeness, and a 
few concepts from SFL have been chosen as tools to design tasks in the present 
study. 
 
The SFL concepts speech functions, grammatical metaphor and mood, were 
used to deconstruct politeness into teachable units in the learning study. 
Speech functions (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014) describe the function of 
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language to create relations between speaker/writer and a receiver and there 
are four categories of speech functions, according to the authors—statement, 
question, offer and command—which all call for different responses. The text 
used as an example in the present learning study, concerns making a request: 
in this case, asking a hotel to find a forgotten T-shirt and send it to the writer. 
However, different grammatical forms, grammatical metaphors, can be used 
for the same function. A request can thus be phrased as a command, question 
or a statement. Phrasing the request as a command signals that the writer is in 
a power position in relation to the receiver (parent to child, teacher to student) 
or that the relation is equal and no politeness is therefore needed (as between 
friends) such that no politeness is needed (Halliday & Matthiesen, 2014). By 
using a different speech function, however, a request can be expressed in an 
indirect way, which can be perceived as less confrontational and more polite 
(Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). “Send my T-shirt!” can, for example, be 
expressed through a grammatical metaphor consisting of a question, such as 
“Can you send my T-shirt?”, or a statement such as “You may send my T-
shirt". These grammatical metaphors allow various responses and will be 
perceived as more polite in that the degree of demand on the receiver is 
lowered (Halliday & Matthiesen, 2014).  
 
Mood, in SFL, is a concept for explaining the impact of different meanings, 
different ways to express the same thing but with different semantic 
implications, between positive and negative on a scale (Halliday & 
Matthiessen, 2014). The writer can, for example, lower the degree of 
obligation on the part of the receiver. The lowest degree of demand would 
mean that the writer does not anticipate any obligation or inclination to abide 
the demand from the receiver (Halliday & Matthiesen, 2014). In a message 
for an unknown person, whom one wants to ask for a service, a certain use of 
grammatical metaphor as well as use of different moods will be expected. 

3.3.2 To adapt a text to a receiver 

Since the aim of the present study is to develop the students’ skills concerning 
how to adapt a text to an unknown receiver, a specific piece of writing was 
used, in this case a message to a hotel. It is safe to assume that messages are a 
text type that teenagers are familiar with (SNAE, 2018). However, in school 
they are expected to communicate for different purposes and to different 
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receivers than they may be used to (SNAE, 2018). The curricula for the 
subjects of Swedish and English do not differ much concerning writing 
proficiency, with the difference that genre is emphasized in the standards for 
Swedish, but not for English. Whereas conventions for different text forms 
may be taught in the subject of Swedish, the students’ linguistic resources—
their registers—may need to be developed, in the first as well as in other 
languages and writing to unknown receivers demands a different register 
compared to writing to a peer or to family (Halliday & Matthiesen, 2014).  
 
There are a number of different terms that are used to refer to the reader of 
written communication. Whereas interlocutor signals communication in terms 
of spoken language, the term audience (Hyland, 2011) is preferred used for 
narratives where the purpose is to amuse or thrill a reader. In the present study, 
the term receiver has been used because the students are expected to visualize 
a receiver of a specific message who will respond and act according to the 
writer’s request.  
 
Telling the students who the receiver is does not necessarily ensure that they 
understand the concept of a receiver (Hodgson-Drysdale, 2016; Thorsten, 
2018). When students were told to write for different receivers, such as 
kindergarten students, the principal, or parents, they did not change the ways 
they wrote (Hodgson-Drysdale, 2016). Nor did they make changes in the way 
they wrote after discussing the ways in which writing for younger audiences 
would require simpler language compared to writing for teachers or to the 
principal (Hodgson-Drysdale, 2016). However, when the students were shown 
examples of simpler or more complex language and were shown explicitly 
how the language changed in relation to different receivers, their writing did 
develop (Hodgson-Drysdale, 2016). These results suggest that students need 
to discern the relation between specific choices of writing and different 
receivers. 
 
Even very young children can develop their writing skills in terms of adapting 
a text to a receiver (Duràn, 2017). Duràn (2017) has studied the receiver as a 
design principle for organizing writing instruction in a class of bilingual 
Spanish and English speaking first grade children in Texas who speak L2 
English. The results of the study suggest that the children were able to develop 
rhetorical astuteness related to different receivers (Duràn, 2017). Whereas 
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writing for peers did not develop the children’s linguistic repertoires, writing 
for different receivers led to negotiations of conventions, which scaffolded the 
young children's abilities to conceptualize the reader (Duràn, 2017). Duràn 
does not define the qualities of these negotiations further, however. 
 
Thorsten contributes to an understanding of the role of the receiver with an 
example of how students change their ways of writing when they discern the 
receiver. In a learning study with Swedish 9- to 10-year-old students, Thorsten 
discovered that the students were not aware of the concept of a receiver of a 
text (Thorsten, 2018). Unaware of the conventions of writing for a reader, they 
were trying to create situations that were enjoyable to the character in the story 
they were writing, rather than to a reader (Thorsten, 2018). Drama was used 
to make it possible for the students to discern that unagreeable events for the 
character may be more interesting for the audience to watch or read and that 
unusual events make the text more interesting to a reader (Thorsten, 2018). 
When the students discerned that the purpose of the text was to give the reader 
and not the character in the story a pleasant experience, they changed their 
understanding as well as their ways of writing. Thorsten (2018) thus shows 
that the receiver can be made discernible to young students. Furthermore, the 
fact that the students in Thorsten’s study improved their writing without 
practicing any writing, shows that in order to develop writing, the students 
may need to discern aspects that are beyond the text and that cannot be learned 
through practice alone (Thorsten, 2018).  
 
Writing in an L2 requires linguistic as well as cultural knowledge of how to 
address different receivers in the target language (Gumperz & Cook-
Gumperz, 2007). What is considered polite and appropriate in terms of 
formality is likely to differ between languages, and the writer will need to 
expand the register with knowledge of politeness and formality in the target 
language (Gumperz & Cook-Gumperz, 2007; Hyland, 2007). Economidou-
Kogetsidis (2015) finds that politeness and formality are often confused in 
textbooks and argues that politeness and formality should be taught explicitly 
in order for students to expand their pragmatic knowledge of the target 
language and learn how to adapt the language to different purposes and 
receivers.   
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The present study explores the teaching of how to adapt a message to an 
unknown receiver, since research shows that the relation between text and 
receiver needs to be taught explicitly (Duràn, 2017; Hodgson-Drysdale, 2016; 
Thorsten, 2018).  
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4 Theoretical Framework  

Learning studies (Cheng & Lo, 2013) are informed by a theory of learning, 
and variation theory is the theory used in the present study (Marton, 2015). 
With the conceptual tools of variation theory, the character of a certain piece 
of knowledge can be explored and theorized. In the present study variation 
theory is used to study the knowledge involved in how to adapt a text for an 
unknown receiver. Variation theory can be used to study teaching and learning 
in commensurable terms, and it is used in the design and in the analyses of the 
enacted designs, between the cycles of the learning study and in the in-depth 
analysis after the learning study. The principle concepts of variation theory, 
that are relevant for the present study are described in the following chapter.  

4.1 Variation theory 

Variation theory is a theory of learning, in which learning is seen as a change 
in the way something is experienced (Marton, 2015). We experience an object 
or a situation as something that carries a certain meaning. A change in how 
something is experienced comes from discerning aspects of it that have not 
been discerned previously, and new aspects can be discerned if they vary 
against an invariant background (Marton, 2015). For example, it is easier to 
discern a new word in a text than a new meaning of an already known word. 
The new word will stand out because it varies against the background of 
already known words. However, in reading a text where an already known 
word is used with a new meaning, the sentence may be difficult to understand 
if the reader has not previously discerned that words can have several 
meanings. Depending on the aspects of an object or a situation that an 
individual attends to, the object or situation will be experienced in different 
ways (Marton, 2015). The way the individual experiences an object will affect 
the way they act (Marton, 2015). In order to develop students’ writing 
proficiency, their ways of experiencing the object of learning is therefore 
important. In order to understand what needs to be made visible to the students 
and what aspects need to be attended to, their ways of seeing and experiencing 
the object of learning must be the point of departure.  
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4.1.2 Object of learning 

The object of learning is a central concept in variation theory. The object of 
learning does not only comprise the content or capability that is to be learned 
but also the relation between the learners’ previous experiences and 
conceptions and the capabilities involved (Carlgren et al., 2017). When the 
teachers in a learning study plan the lessons, they design tasks in order for the 
students to discern certain aspects—the intended object of learning (Marton, 
2015). In the teaching situation, however, other aspects may be in focus, and 
the actual object of learning, the enacted object of learning, may be other than 
the intended (Marton et al., 2004). Moreover, the students may not perceive 
the object of learning in the intended way. The lived object of learning, is the 
outcome of the learning situation from the learners' perspective (Marton, 
2015). In the present study, the focus is on the enacted object of learning, 
which is jointly constituted by teacher and students when the students explore 
the aspects of how to adapt a text to a receiver together with the teacher. The 
students’ utterances during the lessons are part of the enactment of the lesson 
and are also interpreted as signs of the lived object of learning, that provide 
valuable information about the aspects the students discern and how they 
experience the object of learning.  
 
According to variation theory, learning cannot be separated from the specific 
content that is to be learned. Teaching and learning are always teaching and 
learning of something specific (Marton, 2015). Subsequently, teaching 
methods are of secondary importance, as the focus is on how to help the 
specific group of students discern the aspects of the object of learning that are 
critical in order for the students to experience the object of learning in a certain 
way. In the present study it is not the text type or the process of writing itself 
that is taught but the aspects that are critical for the students to discern in order 
to achieve a differentiated discernment of how to adapt a specific message for 
an unknown receiver.  
 

4.1.3 Critical aspects  

In order to experience an object of learning in a certain way, it is necessary to 
discern certain specific aspects of the object, and the aspects that a student or 
a group of students have not yet discerned but that are necessary to discern are 
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referred to as critical aspects. The critical aspects are therefore related to the 
individual’s perception of a phenomenon, whereas the necessary aspects are 
general for the object of learning (Marton, 2015).  

For example, for an English learner to understand the clause Everyone was 
happy but me, the learner must know the grammar used and the meanings of 
the words. The lexico-grammatical resources are, thus, necessary aspects. 
However, the word but is a very common word that a learner is likely to know 
but which is used here with a meaning that may be new to the learner. The 
clause is likely to be difficult to understand, even though the learner perceives 
that he or she understands all the words. A critical aspect in understanding the 
clause may therefore be to discern that the same word can have several 
meanings. 

Subtleties related to differentiation and meaning can thus be critical to an 
individual. For example, Lindström (2015) shows that a necessary aspect of 
understanding the progressive aspect of verbs is the meaning of ongoingness, 
which Lindström finds can be discerned when the simple aspect is contrasted 
with the progressive aspect in the past tense, contrary to Swedish teaching 
tradition where the progressive aspect is first introduced in the present tense. 
The iterative process of a learning study can contribute to the identification 
and specification of critical aspects, and this can lead to a deeper 
understanding of an object of learning (Björkholm, 2015). The accumulated 
knowledge of the nature of an object of learning and its aspects can be used as 
a point of departure to further specify objects of learning, which Runesson and 
Gustafsson (2012) show when the critical aspects identified in a Hong Kong 
study were used as a point of departure in a Swedish learning study on writing.  

The present study takes the aspects that are assumed to be critical by the 
teacher team as a point of departure. Because the tentative critical aspects are 
not validated—with tests, for example—they are referred to as aspects and not 
as critical aspects.  

4.1.3 Figure—background 

By discerning new aspects of a phenomenon, we acquire a more differentiated 
knowledge of that phenomenon. However, we experience a phenomenon as a 
whole and cannot keep all aspects of a phenomenon in focus simultaneously 
(Lo, 2012). Different aspects of the whole will become figure against other 
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aspects that will form a background. Depending on the aspects that are 
discerned and in the foreground, different individuals will experience the same 
phenomenon in different ways, they will have different structures of 
awareness (Marton, 2015; Marton & Booth, 1997). A certain way of 
experiencing something implies focal and simultaneous awareness of certain 
aspects of that something (Marton & Booth, 1997; Pang & Marton, 2003), 
which means that some aspects are discerned and in focus. Focal awareness is 
necessary for experiencing something in a certain way (Lo, 2012; Marton, 
2015).  

4.1.4 Part—whole relationship 

The more aspects of a phenomenon a person discerns and attends to 
simultaneously, the more differentiated the understanding of that phenomenon 
will be. A differentiated understanding will also involve discerning the 
intrinsic relations between the aspects and between each aspect and the object 
of learning as a whole (Marton et al., 2004). “In order to develop a powerful 
way of seeing something, the learner must deconstruct the object of learning 
and bring it together again.” (Marton, 2015 p. 145). This means that the 
learners must first separate the aspects from the whole in order to see them, 
deconstructing the object of learning into its constitutive parts in order to 
reconstruct the parts into a more differentiated understanding. The critical 
aspects, therefore, need to be attended to one at a time before attaining a 
differentiated discernment of the whole (Marton, 2015). A powerful way of 
seeing would entail that a learner is aware of the aspects and the whole 
simultaneously (Marton, 2015).  
 
Marton (2015) gives an example of the meaning of words in a text, where a 
reader might focus on the meaning of a word in itself or on its meaning in the 
context. In order to understand a text, the words of the text must be interpreted 
in relation to the whole. The learner must first identify words that may need 
to be understood, then interpret the meanings of the words in relation to the 
sentence, the paragraph, or the whole text to finally synthesize an 
understanding of the text as a whole. Marton (2015) concludes that without a 
perceived part–whole structure the text cannot be experienced as a meaningful 
entity. Structure and meaning are thus “inextricably intertwined” (Marton, 
2015, p. 152).  
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4.1.5 Patterns and dimensions of variation 

If you are standing in a crowd and want someone to notice you, you may wave 
to separate yourself from the mass. The waving person will stand out and 
become a figure against the crowd, which will constitute a background (Lo, 
2012). Just like a person waving in a crowd, the critical aspects of an object 
of learning can be discerned if they vary against an invariant background. 
Teaching, then, means identifying what aspects are critical for a specific 
object of learning and group of students and finding ways to make those 
aspects stand out against the background (Marton, 2015). By varying an aspect 
against an invariant background, the students will be given the possibility to 
discern critical aspects (Marton 2015), just like a waving person in a crowd.  
 
In order to make a critical aspect discernible, it must be opened up as a 
dimension of variation (Marton, 2015), which means that the learner must 
experience at least two features of the same dimension of variation varying 
against an invariant background (Marton, 2015). For example, in order to 
discern that the same word can have several meanings, that is, that two words 
can be homonyms, at least two meanings of the word must vary against an 
invariant background. Learners who never experience that the same word can 
have more than one meaning, will not be able to understand the concept of 
homonyms and will never expect to look up the meanings of words they think 
they already know. 
 
There are three patterns of variation. Contrast is used to separate the critical 
aspect from the background. If we use the example of the meaning of the word 
but in “Everyone was happy but me” again, the word but could be contrasted 
with the word except in an invariant clause: “Everyone was happy except me.” 
The meaning is thus invariant, but the words are varied in order to make the 
additional meaning of the word but discernible. The aspect of meaning is 
opened up as a dimension of variation with the features but and except. 
Generalization, on the other hand, means keeping the critical aspect invariant 
and varying the background. This could be achieved by comparing different 
clauses where the word but is used with the new meaning. The third pattern of 
variation is fusion. Whereas the first two patterns of variation are used to 
separate the critical aspects from the background (Marton, 2015), the pattern 
of fusion varies at least two features simultaneously (Marton, 2015). Fusion 
is used to show how the aspects relate to each other and/or the whole (Marton, 
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2015). When the aspects vary simultaneously, their relation takes figure, or 
becomes apparent, thus making the intrinsic relations between the aspects and 
the aspects and the whole discernible. In the example of the word but, this 
could mean giving the students different clauses with different meanings of 
the word and asking the students to decide what meaning of the word is used 
with in the various clauses, for example.  
 
With the patterns of contrast and generalization, the object of learning can be 
deconstructed into separate critical aspects, making each aspect discernible to 
the students, whereas the pattern of fusion is used to reconstruct the object of 
learning. From the point of view of variation theory, teaching is thus a 
question of creating patterns of variation in order for the students to discern 
the critical aspects and their relations (Marton, 2015). Teaching in powerful 
ways, however, includes not only finding the aspects that are critical for the 
specific group or individual and constructing patterns of variation but also 
finding examples that are powerful, and engaging the students in the activity 
(Marton, 2015). 
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5 Research study design  

Learning study was chosen as a methodological arrangement to produce data 
to answer the research question of how to explore and vary the aspects of how 
to adapt a message to an unknown receiver in teaching. In this chapter learning 
study is described in relation to closely related school research approaches. 
Thereafter, learning study as an arrangement for data production is described. 
The procedures of the study are presented in three parts: first the preceding 
pilot studies, then the learning study process, and finally the main study. 
Lastly, ethical considerations and quality in developmental school research is 
discussed in relation to the present study. 

5.1 Origin of and influences on learning study 

Learning study is an action research approach in which teachers and 
researchers collaboratively study a teaching problem in an iterative process, 
with the aim to develop teaching (Cheng & Lo, 2013: Lo & Marton, 2012). In 
several cycles with different groups of students, hypotheses are tested and 
lessons designs are developed (Cheng & Lo, 2013; Lo & Marton, 2012). The 
focus of learning studies is the generation of didactic subject-based knowledge 
(Carlgren, 2012). The concept of learning study was first introduced in Hong 
Kong in the late 1990s to test variation theory in practice (Cheng & Lo, 2013; 
Lo & Marton, 2012). Learning study is inspired by Japanese lesson study 
(Stigler & Hiebert, 1999), with the difference that learning study is informed 
by a theory of learning (Cheng & Lo, 2013). The use of a learning theory 
enables a “two-way process", where theory is tested in practice, and practice 
is tested against theory (Pang & Lo, 2012). Variation theory is the most often 
used theory in learning studies, but other theories of learning can be used as 
well (Cheng & Lo, 2013; Lo & Marton, 2012). 

In learning studies, as in other action research approaches, hypotheses are 
tested iteratively with a systematic and flexible methodology in a school 
context (Carlgren, 2012). Besides the iterative approach, collaboration and the 
use of teachers’ experience is something that learning study has in common 
with other research approaches. Learning study has been influenced by design 
research (Brown, 1992), which also aims to develop teaching (Brown, 1992; 
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Pang & Marton, 2003). However, whereas research questions and teaching 
designs in design research often originate from researchers, the teachers have 
a more active role in lesson and learning studies, where the problem is 
generated by teachers (Carlgren, 2012; Cheng & Lo, 2013). 

The product of a learning study is knowledge of a specific object of learning, 
a theoretical description of the knowledge (Kullberg et al., 2020; Runesson 
Kempe, 2019). Whereas the knowledge product of design research may be 
successful and effective teaching designs (Cobb et al., 2003; Collins et al., 
2004), and the knowledge product of a lesson study is instructional 
descriptions of teaching problems and ways to address challenges in teaching 
(Runesson Kempe, 2019), the focus in learning studies is on learning. Hence, 
whereas lesson study and design research focus on what teachers do, the how, 
learning study explores the what in relation to both teaching and learning 
(Runesson Kempe, 2019; Kullberg et al., 2020).  

5.2 Learning study as an arrangement for data 
production  

Learning study is an arrangement that can be used for both research and school 
development, and they can have different foci (Kullberg et al., 2020; Runesson 
Kempe, 2019). The aim of learning studies is to produce knowledge of how 
to improve teaching and learning that will be of both theoretical and practical 
use (Kullberg et al., 2020; Runesson Kempe, 2019). Unlike many other 
learning studies, which produce knowledge on the nature of the object of 
learning in terms of its critical aspects (e.g. Lindström, 2017; Rosenbaum, 
2019), the present study focuses on the enactment of the object of learning. 
Hence, this study does not aim to validate the critical aspects but rather to 
show how to make the aspects discernible in teaching.  

Carlgren (2012) suggests that learning studies can be seen as the educational 
equivalent to clinical research in medicine, where research develops theory 
directly applicable in complex and diverse circumstances and contexts. 
Similarly to clinical research in medicine, learning study concerns 
professional tasks. In a learning study the activity of teaching and learning that 
teachers and students are engaged in is in focus, rather than the teachers, the 
students, or the school context. Stiles (2009) argues that case studies within 
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the field of psychology offer the possibility of incorporating “clinical 
subtleties, contextual specificities, nonlinear relations, and developmental 
transformations” (Stiles, 2009, p. 11). Similarly, learning study allows 
researchers to study the core activity of school practice—teaching and 
learning—using the classroom as a laboratory (Stenhouse, 1981). The present 
study can be described as an explorative case study, aiming to clarify the 
design problem in context (Van den Akker, 1999).  

One of the advantages of learning studies is that teachers’ professional 
knowledge is used as a resource. The joint process between a group of teachers 
and a researcher affords the possibility of using teachers’ tacit knowledge to 
develop practice, systematizing and testing it in the process of a learning 
study. The experience of the teachers in the present study has been important 
in the knowledge producing process: for example, choosing the object of 
learning, identifying the critical aspects, creating patterns of variation, and 
designing and analyzing lessons (Carlgren, 2012). However, there is also a 
risk in learning studies that teachers’ knowledge will cement teaching 
traditions if it is not problematized. In the present study, the difference in years 
of teaching experience among the teachers meant that they held to different 
teaching traditions, which was an advantage because the teachers questioned 
different things and did not take the same parameters for granted. In order to 
ensure validity of a research study, the teachers’ experience and craft 
knowledge must be handled in such a way that it can be accumulated, verified 
and improved (Hiebert et al., 2002; Newton & Burgess, 2008). The systematic 
iterations were therefore important, as testing and validating the results served 
to ensure the quality of results (Van den Akker, 1999). Theoretical as well as 
empirical assumptions guided the lesson designs in a process where teachers’ 
experience could be used to develop theory and vice versa.  

Another advantage of learning study is the quite specific knowledge it 
produces concerning an object of learning. Instead of having a broad scope on 
writing—for example, researching a teaching design or a writing program—
the present study explores the critical aspects of a very limited kind of writing 
in depth. Stiles (2009) suggests that the single case, can complement a theory 
by incorporating contextual specificities, focusing on exceptions and 
variation. The assumption of the present study is that detailed knowledge of a 
specific case can contribute to a wider field of knowledge, in this case English 
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L2 writing. The results are to be seen as part of a knowledge process, where 
further research is needed. 

A third reason to choose learning study above other intervening research 
approaches is that it is based on a learning theory. Variation theory can be 
used to analyze teaching and learning in commensurable terms (Lo & Marton, 
2012). One of the strengths of variation theory is that it emphasizes that the 
learners are a necessary source of understanding what needs to be made 
discernible in relation to an object of learning (Marton & Pang, 2006). 
Especially with regard to students who do not always learn when conventional 
methods are used, the strong focus on the relation between the learner and 
what is to be learned affords a deeper understanding of the object of learning 
(Lo, 2012). If students do not learn, this is seen as a consequence of limited 
discernment, and the question is how to make the critical aspects discernible 
to the students (Runesson Kempe, 2019). Furthermore, the use of variation 
theory has been shown to enhance students’ learning in relation to complex 
objects of learning (Pang & Marton, 2003). A longitudinal learning-study 
project in Hong Kong, that included 56 learning studies in several subjects 
tested learning study based on variation theory on a large scale (Lo, 2012). 
The purpose was to study whether making the aspects of an object of learning 
explicit according to the principles of variation theory would improve learning 
(Lo, 2012). The results show that, although the scores increased for all 
students, the differences between the high-score groups and low-score groups 
decreased in the post-assessments compared to the pre-assessments (Lo, 
2012). 

In a learning study informed by variation theory, a group of teachers jointly 
choose an object of learning. Based on research and teacher experience 
tentative critical aspects that will be the point of departure to further explore 
what it means to adapt a text to a receiver are formulated. These critical aspects 
are tested in relation to the specific group of students through pre-assessments 
or interviews (Lo & Marton, 2012). The group of teachers then plans one or 
several lessons to make the critical aspects discernible to the students. The 
enactment of the lesson is analyzed in order to further define and specify the 
critical aspects and how they can be made visible to the students. The design 
of tasks includes finding powerful examples by which the aspects can be 
opened up as dimensions of variation. During the process, new critical aspects 
may emerge, and others may be found not to be critical for the group of 
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students involved. The critical aspects and the patterns of variation to make 
those aspects discernible through teaching are thus analyzed and developed in 
an iterative process throughout a series of cycles (Pang & Marton, 2003; 
Runesson Kempe, 2019).  

5.3 Participants and setting 

The learning study was carried out at Ängkärrskolan, which is a special school 
for students with dyslexia and neuropsychiatric disorders. The name of the 
school is revealed because the school is the only one of its kind in Sweden and 
therefore difficult to anonymize. The participants and their guardians 
approved and consented to the name being revealed. The study has also gone 
through an ethical evaluation by the regional ethical review board in 
Linköping. Students apply to Ängkärrskolan because of having experienced 
not having their needs met in other schools, and most of them start 
Ängkärrskolan around the age of eleven to thirteen. The students come from 
diverse social and economic backgrounds from different parts of Stockholm 
and surrounding municipalities.  

The research group was a group of English teachers at Ängkärrskolan. 
Initially, four teachers took part in the learning study, including myself. The 
group was an already-existing group working together to enhance English 
learning and improve ways of teaching English for students with dyslexia at 
Ängkärrskolan. When cycle 5 was carried out, two new teachers had joined 
the group. The participating teachers were all certified teachers, had 4-30 
years of teaching experience when the research project started, and had been 
working at Ängkärrskolan between 3 and 20 years.  

The age group chosen for the study was 14–16-year-olds. At the age of 12–14 
many Swedish students are developing a proficiency that allows them to 
express themselves more freely in spoken as well as written language. 
However, at Ängkärrskolan, oral proficiency is often emphasized, and 
students' writing proficiency is addressed later. Despite emphasizing oral 
proficiency and training students with alternative tools such as spelling 
programs, it is difficult for the students to overcome a resistance to writing. 
Students in years 6–7 at Ängkärrskolan are new or relatively new in the school 
and considered sensitive to changes, and these students were assumed to be 
too sensitive to changes in teaching. Years 8 and 9 were therefore chosen for 
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the learning study, as these students were also considered to be able to produce 
written texts, which was a prerequisite.   
 
English is taught in groups of 6–8 students at Ängkärrskolan. The groups in 
each cycle were mainly already-formed student groups. The first two cycles 
were carried out in year 9, and some of the students declined to participate 
because they worried about not being able to meet the grade standards if they 
spent lesson time on a research project. The groups in the first two cycles were, 
therefore put together from two different student groups, although from the 
same class. The cycles 3 and 4 were ordinary teaching groups and cycle 5 was 
carried out with a whole class of students who were normally taught in two 
groups.  

Table 5.1. Grade and number of participating students in the learning study 
cycles 

Cycle Grade No. of 
students 

Attrition Total 

1 9 6 2 4 
2 9 6  6 
3 8 8 1 7 
4 8 5 3 2 
5 8 15  15 

Total  40 6 34 
 
The total number of participants was 34 (out of 40), evenly distributed 
between boys and girls. As can be seen in table 5.1, the number of 
participating students varied between the cycles. In cycle 4 there were only 
two participating students because the attrition was high. In cycle 5, two 
teaching groups were brought together, which resulted in a larger group.  

5.4 Procedure 

The research study was carried out in three phases that will be described in the 
following sections. The first phase involved the preceding pilot studies, which 
comprised two pilot interview studies that served to give an overview of 
students’ experiencing of English L2 writing and informed the choice of the 
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object of learning for the learning study. The second phase was the learning 
study of 5 cycles. The third phase was the main study, which included the 
reanalysis of the data produced in the learning study.  

5.4.1 Pilot studies 

Two semi-structured interview studies preceded the learning study. Six 
students were interviewed in the first pilot study, and another six students in 
the second pilot study. The students were 13–16 years old. The aim was to 
study students’ experiencing of English writing in order to better understand 
how L2 English writing instruction could be improved. The interview 
questions concerned how the students experienced writing in English and 
what would hinder or help them use their English language proficiency in 
writing. The first of the pilot studies was not successful because the interview 
questions were not specific enough and the interview session did not include 
a writing task. The first pilot did, however, inform a more specific aim for the 
second pilot study and occasioned a writing task being included in the 
interview sessions of the second pilot study.  

The results of the second pilot study showed that, although the students were 
asked to write to an unknown receiver and wrote the texts together with the 
researcher whom they did not know beforehand, the students perceived the 
receiver as their English teacher. They also focused a lot of attention on 
accuracy, such as spelling, thinking that this was what the teacher would focus 
on. The students thus experienced writing as assessment, rather than as 
communication, and they directed their attention on spelling and accuracy, 
which they perceived to be important for the teacher, whereas little attention 
was directed to the content of the message. Although important information 
was missing in the messages they wrote, the students expressed that they were 
satisfied that the messages were comprehensible to a receiver. The results of 
the pilot studies were a point of departure for the learning study and informed 
the object of learning of the learning study but are not included in the present 
study. 

5.4.2 The learning study 

The learning study was carried out with 5 groups of different students, with a 
few weeks between each cycle except between cycles 4 and 5, where there 
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were 8 months between the cycles. The object of learning as well as the length 
of the research lessons and the design of the tasks developed iteratively.  
  
The object of learning developed during the learning study process. The 
importance of the role of the receiver appeared already in the second pilot 
study when it became clear that the students were writing for the teacher and 
that the receiver was taken for granted in many cases. However, how to define 
the object of learning, encompassing both writing and the receiver, changed 
during the cycles. Writing a message to an unknown receiver was the object 
of learning in the first cycles of the learning study, which focused more on the 
writing than the receiver. During the course of the study, however, the object 
of learning was narrowed down to the receivers’ perspective, which was found 
to be too limited. The relation between text and receiver was in focus when 
the object of learning was specified as how to adapt a written message to an 
unknown receiver. 
 
Different designs resulted in different amounts of time for the research lessons 
in the different cycles, as can be seen in table 5.2.  

Table 5.2. Length of research lessons in learning study cycle 1–5 

Cycle Lesson 1 Lesson 2 Lesson 3 
1 60   
2 60 60  
3 40 40 20 
4 40 40  
5 40 40  

 
Some classes had 40-minute lessons and others had 60-minute lessons in their 
ordinary schedules, which is why the length of the lessons varied. Cycle 1 was 
the shortest cycle and included 60 minutes, compared to cycle 2, which had 
the longest time, 120 minutes. Table 5.3 shows that the number of tasks also 
varied between the cycles. Cycle 1 included 3 tasks, compared to 5 different 
tasks in cycle 2.  

The lessons were filmed with an iPad directed towards the whiteboard and 
showed the front of the classroom so that the students were filmed from the 
back. The purpose of filming was to register inaudible parts of teaching, such 
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as when the teacher changed slides on the PowerPoint presentation or pointed 
at certain parts of the presentation. The group discussions were recorded with 
sound only. All pairs/groups were recorded separately with digital recorders, 
which made it possible to document what all students said individually. The 
groups were put together so that the students would feel comfortable speaking. 
Mixed groups rather than homogenous boy/girl groups made it easier to 
differentiate individual voices from the recordings.  

The tasks were designed so that the students could use their oral competence, 
and the lessons included very little writing, since the students' oral competence 
was a strength and since the focus was on discerning aspects that the students 
had yet not discerned. Whole messages or pieces of text, words, and clauses 
were used to create patterns of variation, where the aspect that the students 
were intended to discern—for example, the amount of information—was 
varied against an invariant background of, for example, the same purpose and 
overall content. Some of the tasks were used in all five cycles, whereas others 
were only used in one or two cycles. The order of the different tasks varied as 
well. Table 5.3 shows all tasks that were tested in cycles 1-5. 

Table 5.3. Tasks used in cycles 1–5 (C1–C5) 

Task C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 
A Comparing two messages with the same 

content, one to a well-known receiver 
and the other to an unknown receiver 

X X X X X 

B Comparing two messages with different 
amounts of information X X X X X 

C Comparing different kinds of spelling 
mistakes: misspellings that change 
meaning of the word or text and those 
that do not 

 X X   

D Comparing different spelling programs  X    
E Comparing two key stroke logs, one 

where the writer focuses on surface 
structure, and the other with the focus 
on content and comprehensibility 

X X X X  

F Comparing a correctly spelled email with 
incomplete information with an email 
with clear information but incorrect 
spelling 

  X X  

G Contrasting different ways to express 
the same content in relation to degree of 
politeness 

    X 

H Contrasting demands, questions, and 
statements in relation to degree of 
politeness 

    X 
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I Comparing the meaning of can, could, 
and would in relation to politeness     X 

J Contrasting greetings for known and 
unknown receivers     X 

 
The tasks A and B were used in all cycles, but the order was reversed from 
cycle 3 onward. Tasks C-F were designed for the students to discern spelling 
and accuracy in certain ways, and only cycles 1–4 used any of these. None of 
the tasks C-F were found to be powerful in terms of making the students 
discern the intended aspects, and they were all discarded for cycle 5. The tasks 
F-J were used in cycle 5 only, and were designed for the students to discern 
aspects of politeness and formality. The discarded tasks are not presented in 
the results chapter. The tasks A-C, G-J are presented in the results and are 
numbered 1-7. 
 
The texts, clauses or words that were compared were presented in a 
PowerPoint presentation and were read aloud to the students so they could 
listen and read the texts on the screen at the same time. When the teacher had 
read the text examples, the students were given a question or a problem to 
solve—such as identifying possible receivers of two messages, suggesting 
improvements to a text to make it clearer to an unknown receiver, or 
comparing different ways to phrase certain content in relation to how polite 
the phrasing was—which they discussed in pairs or groups. 
 
Each cycle included pre-assessment, one or several research lessons, and post-
assessment. The pre- and post-assessments included writing a short message 
in a keystroke logging program and answering a question on whether the 
student thought the receiver would find and send the T-shirt back and what 
was important in the text for the message to come through. The pre-
assessments for each group were analyzed, and based on these analyses, on 
previous research, and on the teachers’ professional experience, hypotheses 
were made about what aspects were critical in order for the students to develop 
their proficiency in how to adapt a text to an unknown receiver. These 
tentative critical aspects were the point of departure for the design of one or 
several lessons. After the research lessons of each cycle, the students were 
given a post-assessment that consisted of a similar but not identical writing 
task. Analyses of the post-assessments and lesson data from the previous cycle 
were used in addition to analysis of the pre-assessments of the following cycle 
when the next cycle was designed. The lessons were designed collaboratively 
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in the group of teachers, and it was decided that the researcher was to teach 
the lessons.  
 
After each cycle, variation theory was used to analyze what was made possible 
to learn and to analyze signs of the students’ discernment in relation to the 
dimensions of variation that were opened up. After each lesson in cycles 1–3, 
the researcher and the attending teacher discussed the notes and their 
impressions of the enacted lesson design. These discussions highlighted parts 
of the lessons that were surprising or unexpected and that were to be brought 
up for discussion in the research group. Due to lack of time and a large amount 
of data, the analyses were prepared by the researcher. The researcher chose 
parts of the keystroke logs and of the filmed data to be analyzed by the group. 
In the analyses, qualitative differences between the pre- and post-assessments 
were compared with how the critical aspects were enacted during the lessons. 
Indications of other tentatively critical aspects were taken into consideration 
when the research team explored the students’ exploration in a reciprocal 
discerning of how to adapt a message to an unknown receiver.  
 
For organizational reasons, all teachers could not attend the lessons. In cycles 
1–3 the teacher who usually taught the group attended all the lessons, handled 
the recording devices, observed, and took notes during the lessons. Cycle 4 
was carried out towards the end of the school year, which affected both teacher 
and student participation; hence, the researcher carried out most of the lessons 
alone, with few participating students. Only two students attended the first 
research lesson of cycle 4. Cycle 5 was carried out the next school year, with 
15 participating students. Ordinary teachers and a teacher’s assistant attended 
parts of the cycle, with one of the teachers handling the filming device and the 
other two attending group discussions.   
 
In cycle 1, similarly to the pilot studies, the pre-assessments showed that the 
students focused more on spelling and less on content. Accuracy seemed to be 
in focus, possibly at the cost of communicative qualities such as including 
necessary information. During cycles 1–3 it was discussed whether spelling 
might need to be experienced in a certain way or whether the students needed 
to disregard spelling and accuracy in this phase of the writing process in order 
to focus on content. Different patterns of variation were tested, but contrary to 
what was intended, attending to aspects of spelling seemed to increase the 
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focus on accuracy. It was therefore decided that spelling should be 
disregarded.  
 
Many aspects of writing were discussed as potentially critical, such as the 
students’ focus while writing, different phases of writing, or differentiating 
between oral and written communication. In cycle 3, more attention was 
directed towards the receiver. The analyses of cycles 1 and 2 showed that the 
students who had not yet discerned the receiver as the organizing principle, 
focused on details of the texts and did not discern the underlying meanings 
and relations between parts of the texts and the receiver. It was therefore 
decided that in order for the students to discern the receiver as an organizing 
principle of how to adapt the text, they needed to discern the receiver first. 
Beginning with cycle 3, the task contrasting two messages for different 
receivers, such that the receiver was made discernible—that is, task 1—was 
placed first. The analysis of cycle 3 showed that placing task 1 before task 2 
(comparing different amounts of information in a message for an unknown 
receiver) led to a stronger focus on the receiver.   
 
The aspect of politeness emerged in cycle 3, when the students talked about 
different greetings and what would be perceived as polite in an email to an 
unknown receiver. Because the students referred to differences in greetings as 
politeness, it was discussed as politeness, even though it was rather a question 
of both politeness and formality. After cycle 4 there was a need for a 
theoretical tool to address the aspect of politeness. The pre- and post-
assessments and lesson data from cycles 1–4 were, therefore, analyzed by the 
researcher using systemic functional linguistics (SFL) as a theoretical tool. 
The analysis showed that the aspect of politeness had not been handled in a 
powerful way. Even though the aspect was present in the text examples as well 
as in student responses from the beginning and throughout the cycles, the 
research group did not focus on the aspect as the teachers focused on how to 
get the students to develop the informational content of the message. 
Subsequently, cycle 5 was designed in order to make the aspect of politeness 
explicit and to open up the aspect of politeness as one or several dimensions 
of variation in order for the students to discern what it means to be polite in 
writing. 
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5.4.3 The main study 

After the learning study was concluded, the lesson data were reanalyzed in 
depth in order to answer the research question for the present study: how 
aspects of text and receiver can be varied and explored in teaching. The 
explorative character of the study, as well as the complexity of the object of 
learning, resulted in novel discoveries in the reanalysis—that is, of things that 
had not been built into the design of the learning study cycles. For example, 
the aspect of formality, was not attended to as such during the learning study 
cycles, as the aspects of formality and politeness were both talked about in 
terms of politeness. The aspect of formality is only later separated from 
politeness in the post-learning-study analysis.  
 
Pre- and post-assessments are often used to validate the critical aspects in 
learning studies, but in the present study the lesson data provides richer data 
material, given that the aim of the study is to explore what aspects need to be 
enacted in teaching and how this can be done.  
 
 The data of the present study comprise:  

• 8 filmed research lessons (cycles 1–3 and 5, about 6 hours in total, 
with cycle 4 not filmed due to technical problems); 

• 30 sound recordings from 5 cycles (about 16.5 hours of research 
lessons as a whole and pair/group discussion); and  

• transcriptions from the recordings listed above (approximately 175 
pages). 

Whereas the films and recordings were mainly used as data for the analyses 
in the learning study, the transcriptions of the films and recorded group 
discussions were the primary data used in the analysis in the main study. In 
the main study, the films and recordings were mainly used to check ambiguous 
situations, such as the teachers referring to something on the screen.  

The lessons were transcribed by the researcher in their entirety, including the 
pair and group work as well as the text on the PowerPoint presentation read 
or referred to by the teacher. The students were anonymized, and given 
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numbers. The students of cycle 1 were assigned numbers 20–29, of cycle 2, 
30–39 and so on, which made it easier to differentiate between the cycles. 
Girls were given even numbers and boys odd numbers. The speech was 
transcribed as closely as possible to the way the participants spoke, with 
pauses, mispronunciations, incomplete sentences, and incorrect grammar. 
Pauses were marked, but not the length of pauses. Emphasis was marked by 
explanations in parentheses. When teacher or students talked about subjects 
other than the content of the lesson, such as problems with the computers or 
recording devices, or when there would be a break, et cetera, this was not 
transcribed, but a short description of what was left out was written within 
parentheses. During class activities, the students sometimes whispered to each 
other in the groups. If these comments were redundant or outside the topic of 
the discussion, they were left out. Comments that would make it possible to 
deduce a student’s identity were also left out. 
 
The transcriptions were divided into episodes. The episodes were limited to a 
certain content—for example, the discussion of one question. Each group 
discussion of the students was handled as a separate episode, as different 
aspects were made discernible depending on the discussion, even though the 
groups discussed the same question.  
 
As valid analyses demand a critical eye and questioning of preconceptions and 
what is taken for granted, it was essential to create distance from the material. 
Given that I taught the lessons myself, this was particularly important. One 
way to create distance to the data was to let the data rest. The analysis after 
the concluded learning study was done in several steps, with some time 
between the steps, to make it possible to see the data with new eyes. The data 
material was processed several times, in different ways: 

 
• Chronologically, all cycles from beginning to end. 
• Close reading of the episodes of each lesson.  
• Following individual students and how they talked about aspects 

throughout the lessons. 
• Following groups of students in the same way as above.  
• Comparing the same task through the different cycles, to find 

differences in how aspects were experienced by the students in 



 
 

43 
 

relation to different enactments of the same task in the different 
cycles. 

The episodes were studied in detail with the help of analyzing questions to 
identify what was made possible to discern when the lesson was enacted: 
 

• What learning was made possible in relation to how aspects were 
handled during the lessons? 

o What aspects were opened up as dimensions of variation? 
(What was made discernible?) 

o What pattern of variation opened up the dimensions of 
variation? (What preceded the discerning?) 

• What happened when the design was enacted? 
o What aspects appear to be critical for the students in order for 

them to develop a more differentiated understanding of how 
to adapt a text to an unknown receiver? 

 
The enacted object of learning was analyzed in terms of variation and 
invariance of the critical aspects (Marton & Pang, 2006). The main units of 
analysis were dimensions of variation and features that opened up the 
dimensions of variation (Marton, 2015). The students’ utterances during the 
lesson are interpreted as part of the enactment of the object of learning as well 
as signs of the lived object of learning. 
 
The first step in the analysis was to identify features that varied against an 
invariant background. In order for an aspect to be opened as a dimension of 
variation, at least two features of the dimension must vary. Excerpt 5.1 shows 
the discussion where the students were to compare two messages to try to 
decide the possible receivers based on how the texts were formulated. The 
purpose and content of the messages were invariant, but the content was 
expressed differently, and the messages included different amounts of 
information.  
 
Excerpt 5.1. Group discussion from cycle 5 
 

[1] S69: The first one... the first one... was to a friend... that... 
[2] S60: ... is in the hotel... 
[3] S69: Exact! Exact! ...And the second one... 
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[4] S60: Why? 
[5] S69: Because... it sounds like that in the text. (giggles) 
[6] S60: Why... Because they say... 
[7] S62: "You know, my ..." 
[8] S60: "...favorite one", and... 
[9] S69: He knows... or ... 
[10] S60: The other... 
[11] S69: They know each other like... or... knows 
[12] S62: That’s what I said. Say it in Swedish instead.  
[13] S60: Okay, and the other one...  
[14] S69: The next... is like ... 
[15] S62: Or no, they describe more and write more... like where to... 
[16] S69: To the management and all that.  
[17] S62: Yeah, and like where to send it.  
[18] S69: They don’t know each other like...  
[19] S60: Because your friend would probably  
[20] know where you live.  

 
The first step of the analysis was to distinguish features that varied, and the 
second step was to decide what dimension(s) of variation these features 
opened up. The analysis was made in detail, finding utterances that could be 
interpreted as features and possible dimensions of variations. For instance, in 
excerpt 5.1, when S62 says “You know my …,” which S60 continues with 
“favorite one” on line 7–8, then followed by S62 saying “they describe more” 
in line 15, this is interpreted as features of the dimension of variation amount 
of information. Further on in the discussion, when the students discuss that 
one message describes where to send the T-shirt (the lines 15–17), it is 
interpreted as a feature, that is contrasted against “because a friend would 
probably know where you live” (lines19–20). The dimension of variation 
amount of information is hence opened up by two different pairs of features: 
the description of the T-shirt and the address. 
 
The dimensions of variation were closely studied in order to formulate the 
underlying meaning and the relation between the aspects. In excerpt 5.1, the 
receiver is interpreted to be opened up as a dimension of variation. When S69 
on line 1 says “the first one... was for a friend” and on line 16 “for the 
management and everything,” it is interpreted that S69 means the management 
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of the hotel. In the task, the students were asked to identify a possible receiver 
of each message. The receiver was hence in focus, and the students used the 
analysis of the text, and the features of the aspect amount of information to 
open up the receiver as a dimension of variation.  
 
The episodes were analyzed in this manner, studying what varied and what 
features were used and the possible dimensions of variation these features 
opened up. In order for the students to discern the intended aspects, they have 
to be in focus in the discussions (Marton, 2015), and the features must be close 
enough in order to assume that the students discern the variation of the 
features. These interpretations were made by studying how the students talked 
about the aspect. When the students did not seem to discern the aspect in the 
intended way, this could be analyzed in relation to the students' attending to 
other features or that too many features varied during the discussions. The 
intrinsic focus in the task focused the students’ attention, but the teachers 
helped by directing the exploration towards the intended aspects. The 
teacher’s focus clearly became sharper throughout the cycles as the critical 
aspects were specified.  
 
As shown above, the dimensions of variation and the features as well as their 
intrinsic relations are dynamic. The analysis included interpretations of the 
underlying meaning of what the students expressed. Sometimes the students 
talked about only one feature in a dimension of variation, contrasting it with 
an implicit feature. Through analyses of individual or group discussions, 
whether the student had previously had the possibility to discern a certain 
feature could be traced back to earlier discussions. Some implicit features, 
however, were interpreted as taken for granted; for example, when students 
compared messages and said that in one of the messages, the T-shirt was 
described, this was interpreted as the other message lacking a description of 
the T-shirt. 
 
Excerpts that were identified as evidence of aspects being opened up as 
dimensions of variation were sorted according to the aspects they opened up. 
As the students explored what it means to adapt a text to an unknown receiver, 
the discussions had a quality of “talking while thinking” or thinking out loud. 
The discussions were often long and tentative and the students appeared to 
formulate their thoughts while speaking, which made the process of analysis 
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delicate, and there was a great need for thoroughness. In order to validate the 
analyses, the data was reread several times to find further evidence supporting 
the analyses or evidence that would contradict the analyses or suggest 
alternative interpretations of qualities that were identified. 
 
In the process of writing, the analysis was further developed. Putting the 
analysis into words clarified some parts of analysis and afforded new thoughts 
about other parts of the analysis, which were then further tested against the 
data material. Hence, the construction of the written text was dynamic. It made 
gaps in the analysis visible as well as issues taken for granted. The continued 
analysis grew and crystallized in the process of writing, leading to a closer and 
more specific analysis of the data.  
 
Many issues need to be considered during the writing. Excerpts are always 
analyzed in relation to a context. The objective has been to find a balance 
between an overall description of the context and a strictness in using short 
excerpts that show the more specific information. Finding clear excerpts was 
sometimes difficult, as the students thought aloud and sometimes expressed 
their thinking in very long sections, including disrupted clauses and 
contradicting statements. The conclusions the students made were therefore 
often spread out over long excerpts. Hence, the chosen excerpts are sometimes 
reduced in order to make the text readable, and some excepts could not be 
used due to the length of the traces of thoughts and the way they were 
dispersed over parts of a discussion.  
 
During the lessons the students could choose whether to speak in Swedish or 
English. Some of the utterances in the excerpts are therefore translated from 
Swedish. Student expressions are sometimes vague and refer to underlying 
meanings that are not always made explicit. In the process of translating these 
nuances, implied meanings may be lost. The excerpts were translated into 
English as closely as possible and the parts that were originally in English are 
rendered in italics in the excerpts in the results chapter. The original transcripts 
in Swedish are included in appendix 2. 
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5.5 Ethical considerations  

When doing research in school together with students and teachers, there are 
several ethical considerations to take into account. The benefit for students 
must outweigh potential risks of harm, and in this case, specifically, as the 
participants can be considered vulnerable  
 
The ethical guidelines of the Swedish Research Council were observed 
(Swedish Research Council, 2017). The students and their parents or 
guardians were informed of the aim and methods of the research, that 
participation was voluntary, and that the student could end the participation 
whenever he/she wished to. They were also informed of how the research 
material would be produced and used, that all information would be kept 
confidential, and that participants would remain anonymous. The 
parents/guardians of the participating students were informed about the study 
orally at parent–teacher meetings, as well as by a letter, to allow them to make 
an informed consent for their children to participate. The students were 
informed orally beforehand as well as at the time of the research lessons. 
Parents and students signed written consents for participation, where they also 
consented to the students' being filmed. Both the letter and the oral 
information contained information that the name of the school would be 
revealed (appendix 1).  
 
The ethical guidelines concerning anonymity usually include not revealing the 
name of the school. In this case it seemed unethical to try to anonymize the 
school, since the school is the only one of its kind in Sweden. After 
consideration it was decided that it would be more ethically proper to reveal 
the name of the school. The study therefore went through an ethical evaluation 
and was approved by the regional ethical review board in Linköping in 
November 2016. 
 
The purpose of the study is to produce knowledge about the research object, 
which is intended to be useful to both teachers and students. The students and 
the teachers are necessary participants in the present study, and not objects of 
research, which means that no sensitive information about the individuals is 
included in the study. On the one hand, the students’ participation had to be 
handled with care, as the students might be susceptible to possible negative 
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feelings connected to specific writing difficulties; on the other hand, the 
situation during the research lessons did not differ from regular lessons in any 
way that could be considered relevant to this issue. Even so, attempts were 
made to inform the students explicitly that the focus of the study was to 
improve teaching and not to assess the students.  
 
The research was carried out in such a way as to disturb the ordinary lessons 
as little as possible. The research lessons were all carried out during the 
students’ ordinary schedules. Very few students declined participation. In 
those cases, the groups were divided so that the research group and the other 
group were taught in different classrooms. The students who wished not to be 
filmed were placed outside the range of the camera, which was directed 
towards the white board. The students’ group discussions were recorded with 
sound only.  



   
 

6 Results 

The following chapter outlines the results of the study, which explores how to 
make discernible the aspects that are critical in order for the students to 
develop a more differentiated understanding of how to adapt a text to an 
unknown receiver. Two of the critical aspects emerged from the two pilot 
studies: receiver and amount of information in relation to the receiver. These 
aspects have also been described in earlier research (Thorsten, 2018; Duràn, 
2017), and they were found to be critical for the participants of the present 
study. The aspects of politeness and formality emerged as critical aspects 
during the process of the learning study and have also been found to be 
important in previous research (Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2015). 
 
The critical aspects are the points of departure for the design of the patterns of 
variation. One or more patterns of variation were designed to open up each 
aspect as a dimension of variation. The aspect of the receiver is superordinate, 
and the aspects amount of information, politeness, and formality all relate to 
the receiver. Task 1 (exploring the aspect of the receiver) was used in all 
cycles; task 2 was redesigned into task 3 (exploring the aspect of the necessary 
amount of information in relation to an unknown receiver); and one of tasks 2 
or 3 was used in all cycles. Tasks 4–6 (exploring the aspect of politeness in 
relation to an unknown receiver) and task 7 (comparing greetings in relation 
to an unknown receiver) were used in cycle 5 only, as is described in table 5.3.  
 
When teachers and students, or students and students, worked with the tasks, 
the interaction took form as an exploration of what it means to adapt a message 
to a receiver. In the exploration, dimensions of variation beyond the tasks 
themselves were opened up as the teacher and students jointly constituted the 
enacted object of learning. Some of these aspects, both those that were planned 
in advance and some that were found in the exploration, seem to be important 
for enabling students to improve their learning of what it takes to adapt a text 
to an unknown receiver. 
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6.1 Discerning the receiver  
The receiver was identified as a tentative critical aspect in the pilot studies. 
Given that the learning study's pre-assessment results indicated that the 
students made the same mistakes as in the pilot studies, those aspects were 
assumed to be critical for the students in the learning study as well. Analyses 
of cycles 1 and 2 showed that the other two aspects, amount of information 
and politeness, needed to be related to the receiver, which implied that the 
aspect of the receiver had to be discerned before these aspects. Therefore, task 
1 was designed to make the receiver discernable. 

6.1.1 Task 1 – Contrasting two messages for different receivers  

In order for the students to experience the underlying meaning of the concept 
of receiver, it needed to be manifested in text. The first task consisted of 
contrasting two messages with the same purpose and overall content but 
adapted for different receivers. The adaptations for different receivers, hence, 
varied against an invariant background of the same content. Both texts were 
shown on a screen and read aloud by the teacher, and the students were asked 
to find the differences between the texts and identify possible receivers for 
each of the messages. The students discussed in groups of 2–4 students. When 
needed the teacher/teachers asked the students to find parts of the text that 
they thought told them something about who the receiver could be and asked 
them to compare this detail with the other message. After group discussions 
the groups presented their discussions to the class.  
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Text a 
 
Hi ________________ 
Since you are still at the hotel, I hope 
you can do me a favor. I forgot my 
blue T-shirt (you know my favorite 
one). I think I left it in my room. 
Could you look for it or ask in the 
reception? Thanks! 

Text b 
 
Dear _________________ 
I stayed in your hotel last week and 
I forgot my favorite T-shirt. It is a 
blue T-shirt with white stripes, size 
medium. I stayed in room number 
23. I would like you to send it to me 
and my address is Fågelgatan 8, 123 
45 Ortstad, Sweden. 
Best regards 
Anna Andersson  
 

Figure 6.1 Text examples of task 1 comparing two messages for different 
receivers 

Table 6.1 shows the pattern of variation inherent in the text examples. In this 
task many aspects varied simultaneously in a pattern of fusion. Although the 
purpose was the same in both the compared messages, the content was 
formulated differently, and aspects of the text varied in relation to the different 
receivers.  

Table 6.1. Varying and invariant aspects of task 1 

 Vary Invariant 
Receiver X  
Purpose, content  X 
Amount of information X  
Aspects of politeness X  

 

In both texts, the writer asked for the same favor, describing the same 
situation. The purpose and content were thus the same. However, the content 
was phrased differently, making it possible to discern that the same content 
can be expressed in different ways. The amount of information, how it was 
formulated, and how the writer addressed the receiver were expected to help 
the students discern aspects that vary in relation to the receiver. Asking the 
students to find the differences between the texts was assumed to help the 
students discern the receiver as the organizing principle for the text. 
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6.1.2 Separating content from form  

In order to discern the receiver, the students needed to understand that the 
same content can be expressed in different ways. Content must be separated 
from form. There are some examples in the data of students who did not 
discern the differences between the two messages at first. In those cases, when 
the texts were first shown and read to them, the students experienced the 
receiver of the two messages as the same. Excerpt 1 shows two students who 
at first believed that both texts were for the same receiver: 

Excerpt 1. From the research lesson of cycle 4. Student 52 (S52) and Student 
58 (S58) 

[1] T: Who is that for, and who is that for? (The teacher points at each  
[2] of the two messages on the screen.) And why? What is it that ... 
[3] makes...? What is it in this one (points at a message) that makes you 
[4] see that it is for someone special? And what is it in this one, that  
[5] makes you see that it is for someone special? (points at the other  
[6] message) Do you understand? 
[7] S52: It’s like for the same person. 
[8] S58: Yes. 
 

Even though the teacher read the messages to the students and stressed that 
the task was to find differences that point to different receivers, the students 
did not discern the receivers. It is possible that it was difficult to discern 
specific differences because too many aspects varied simultaneously and that 
is why the students say the messages are for the same receiver. It can also be 
interpreted as if the aspects of purpose and content were in the foreground to 
them, and the receiver as the organizing principle was in the background, 
opposite of what was intended.  

However, when the teacher thereafter guided the students to look more closely 
at the messages, asking them to find certain parts of the content that would tell 
them something about the receivers, they found differences between the two 
messages. S52 found a first differing detail, and when she contrasted how one 
specific detail of the content was expressed differently in the two messages, 
she opened up a possibility to relate the texts to different receivers: 

Excerpt 2. Continued discussion from cycle 4. Student 52 (S52)  
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[26] S52: I thought about that they don’t... say... where you live. They  
[27] did not say the address... and then you assume that you know that  
[28] person. So, they just... “you know where I live so I don’t have  
[29] to write that.” 
 

By pointing out that one message did not include the writer’s address, by 
saying “they don’t... say... where you live” (line 26), and that this implies that 
the receiver knows the address (line 28), S52 opened up the aspect of form as 
a dimension of variation. By pointing out the differences relating them to the 
receivers’ different needs for information, S52 shows that the same content 
can be dressed in different forms, hence separating content from form.   

6.1.3 Opening the receiver as a dimension of variation 

The two contrasted messages exhibited variation of the amount of 
information, which related to the two receivers’ different prior knowledge of 
the writer and the context. There were also differences in politeness and 
formality in relation to the different receivers. In order to open up the receiver 
as a dimension of variation, the relation between text and receiver had to be 
made visible. Subsequently, the messages were explored in several steps: 1) 
identifying differences between the messages, 2) contrasting the same details 
that were expressed differently in the two texts, and 3) drawing conclusions 
about the reasons for expressing the same content differently, relating to the 
receivers. 

Identifying the known receiver as a person who already had some information 
about the writer opened things up for looking at other parts of the text to check 
the interpretation. After contrasting different ways of handling the address in 
the two messages (excerpt 2), which S52 and S58 related specifically to 
different receivers, S52 noticed other details in the text that led her to 
conclusions about the receiver, initiating the exploration of details of the text, 
which S58 continued:  

Excerpt 3. Continued discussion from cycle 4, Student 52 (S52), Teacher (T) 
and Student 58 (S58). 

[30] S58: Then it says “you know... my favorite” like...  
[31] T: And that makes you think... 
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[32] S58: ... that it is a friend or someone, where you have forgotten a  
[33] T-shirt.  
 

The messages together with the assignment to identify the receivers initiated 
an exploration of the texts that led the students to analyze details that differed 
between the messages. By using the detail “my favorite” (line 29), S58 
concluded that the receiver of the message must be a person the writer knows. 
In this way, they related details of the texts to the different receivers and their 
prior knowledge of both writer and situation. The students concluded that the 
differences in the texts related to different needs for specific information, 
which helped them to identify the receivers.  

Another example of the need to describe the content more clearly for an 
unknown receiver was the description of the T-shirt, which helped the students 
to discern the receiver. Excerpt 4 shows how the students explore the different 
ways to describe the T-shirt in relation to different receivers:  

Excerpt 4. From the first research lesson of cycle 5, Student 67 (S67), Student 
62 (S62), Student 69 (S69), and Student 60 (S60) 

[1] S67: It is like he is describing everything. He describes what it  
[2] looks like, too. In the first one he doesn’t describe...  
[3] S62: No, it’s like when you write to a friend...  
[4] S69: No, exactly.  
[5] S62: ... who is still at the hotel... who will go home later. 
[6] S69: You know what my favorite T-shirt is... I hope. My favorite  
[7] T-shirt is... 
[8] S60: The only thing he says to his friend is that it is blue.  
 

Excerpt 4 shows the group’s joint effort to compare the description or lack of 
description of the T-shirt in the messages. By pointing out that the writer is 
“describing everything” in one of the messages (line 1), S67 pointed out a 
difference, which prompted S62 to relate to a receiver, relating one of the 
descriptions to writing to a friend (line 3). The difference in the amount of 
information helped the students to open up the receiver as a dimension of 
variation. 

Even though task 1 was designed with aspects related to amount of 
information in focus, aspects of politeness and formality differed as well, and 
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the students referred to the second message as being more polite. The 
perceived differences in politeness, led them to conclusions about who the 
receiver was as well, which is shown in excerpt 5. Although the students could 
not explicitly say what they meant, many of them stated that the message for 
the unknown receiver was more polite. When the teacher asked the students 
to find differences between the messages, students said that the second 
message was for an unknown receiver due to differences in politeness:  

Excerpt 5. From whole class discussion in the first research lesson of cycle 3  

S43: /.../ This is like "go to the reception and ask for me!" like it's a  
friend. So, I believe the first one is a friend. And in the second one she  
is more polite too.  
 

S43 identified the receiver of the first message as a friend, referring to the 
clause “go to the reception and ask for me.” In the example text (figure 1, text 
a) the clause is part of a question, but S43 refers to it as a demand, which could 
work in communication to a friend but could seem rude in relation to an 
unknown receiver. He thus exaggerates a contrast between the messages. By 
mentioning the “go to the reception and ask for me” (excerpt 5), which can be 
assumed to be contrasted to “I would like you to send it to me” (figure 1, text 
b), he opens the aspect of receiver as a dimension of variation with the help of 
differences in politeness.  

The contrast between the different greetings of the messages was yet another 
detail that opened up the receiver as a dimension of variation: 

Excerpt 6. From a group discussion in the first research lesson of cycle 5, 
Student 64 (S64) and Student 77 (S77)  

[1] S64: And then in the end of the other one they say “best regards,  
[2] Anna Anderson." You wouldn’t say that to … your... like... friend.  
[3] S77: Yes, and in the other one just “Thanks!” (The student  
[4] exaggerates the brevity of the expression.)  
[5] S64: Yes, like "best regards, Anna Anderson" (In a mannered way  
[6] of speaking with a higher tone of voice.) 
 

By exaggerating the difference in tone of voice (lines 3–4 versus 5–6), S77 
and E64 emphasize a contrasting detail, illustrating the difference between 
formal and informal address. This is interpreted as S77 saying that a message 
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for a friend can be less elaborate, and still be perceived as polite, whereas a 
message for an unknown receiver may be perceived as impolite if the text is 
too brief, and the difference helped the students categorize the receiver as 
known or unknown. 

Another example of differences in formality helped some students in cycle 5 
identify the receivers. In excerpt 7, S75 contrasts an email to a letter and 
emphasizes the more formal “best regards” as typical for the text form of a 
letter. By doing this, S75 opens up the receiver as a dimension of variation 
jointly with the other students of the group: 

Excerpt 7. From a group discussion in the first research lesson of cycle 5, 
Student 75 (S75), Student 73 ( S73, and Student 71 (S71) 

[1] T: S75 says, for example, that the right one is more like a letter. 
[2] S75: Mm, it’s like more structured...  
[3] S73: If you take away “Hi” at the top, I would say that the left one  
[4] is more like... a snap.  
[5] S71: Yes, exactly, a bit more like a message. 
[6] S73: The right one is like a mail “dear” and then “best regards.”  
[7] S71: And the left one is more like... like something you could send  
[8] home to a friend. The other one is more orderly, fixed like...  
[9] to be for a hotel. 
 

S75 now adds that the email for the hotel is more “structured” (line 2). S73 
compares the informal email with a snap chat with the difference that a snap 
chat would not include a greeting (line 3–4). S73 then continues (line 6) 
identifying message b as an email because of the more formal greetings. Even 
though they seemed to connect different receivers to certain kinds of 
messages, the students discerned the different receivers, stating that the 
message for the unknown receiver was more structured (line 2), orderly or 
fixed (line 8), which is interpreted as the students identifying the receivers by 
differences in degree of formality.  
 
Task 1 afforded the students the possibility to separate content from form: they 
found reasons for the information to be formulated in a certain way for a 
certain receiver. The aspect of the receiver, however, was not automatically 
opened up as a dimension of variation by the text traits alone. Whether the 
students discerned the receiver was conditioned by their seeing that the aspects 
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of the text varied in relation to the receiver. Exploring the messages, the aspect 
of the receiver was opened up as a dimension of variation when students drew 
conclusions from the differences in the amount of information, differences in 
politeness, or different ways to address a known or an unknown receiver. The 
texts afforded the possibility to contrast specific parts of the two texts as well 
as the two messages as wholes. When choosing an extract of the text and 
contrasting it to the corresponding part of the other text, the students explored 
possible reasons for the writer to choose to express the same content in 
different ways, linking the writer’s intentions to the receiver’s needs. Doing 
so, the students deconstructed the text to build an understanding of various 
needs to organize and express the information differently for different 
receivers.  

6.2 Relating the content to an unknown receiver 

The pre-assessments showed that the students included necessary information 
in their messages, but that they also often left out important pieces of 
information without noticing it. For example, a student could say that she 
thought she would get the T-shirt back, even though she had not signed the 
message or written any address. What can be considered a sufficient amount 
of information stands in relation to the receiver’s prior knowledge, and what 
would be considered sufficient information for one receiver could be 
insufficient when writing to another receiver. Hence, the most salient aspect 
to develop in the student texts, the lack of information, could be addressed 
only after making the aspect of the receiver discernable. In order for the 
students to discern what can be considered a sufficient amount of information 
in relation to an unknown receiver, different patterns of variation were tested.  

6.2.1 Task 2 – Contrasting different amounts of information 

Task 2 was designed to contrast different amounts of information in two 
messages for the same unknown receiver. Both messages included necessary 
information, such as information about the forgotten T-shirt, but one of the 
messages lacked important information, such as a description of the T-shirt. 
Hence, both the messages included necessary information but different 
amounts of information. The messages were shown on the screen and read 
aloud to the students, and they were asked to find the differences between the 
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texts. The students worked in groups finding the differences and then 
presented their discussions to the class, where the differences between the 
messages were discussed.  

 
Text a 
 
Dear Sir or Madam, 
I stayed in your hotel last week. 
 
I forgot my favorite T-shirt.  
 
I would like you to send it to me.  
 
My address is Fågelgatan 8, 123 45 
Ortstad. 
 
Best regards  
Anna 

Text b 
 
Dear Sir or Madam, 
I stayed in your hotel last week, 21-
28 October. 
 
I forgot my favorite T-shirt. It is a 
blue T-shirt with white stripes, size 
medium.  
 
I stayed in room number 23. 
 
I would like you to send it to me. 
 
My address is Fågelgatan 8, 123 45 
Ortstad, Sweden. 
 
Best regards  
Anna Andersson 

Figure 6.2 Text examples of task 2 comparing two messages for the same 
receiver, with different amounts of information 

In order to make the differences in the amount of information discernable, 
only this aspect was varied against the invariant background. Hence, besides 
the differences in information, the messages were the same, and both 
messages were for the same unknown receiver.  

Table 6.2. Patterns of variation inherent in task 2 

 Vary Invariant 
Receiver  X 
Purpose, content  X 
Amount of information X  
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Contrasting sufficient and insufficient amounts of information, would 
theoretically open amount of information as a dimension of variation. When 
enacted, however, task 2 was not powerful in opening up the intended aspect 
as a dimension of variation, as the task did not relate the amount of 
information to the receiver, as will be shown below.  

6.2.2 Opening the aspect of amount of information 

Working with task 2, the students discerned the differences between the two 
texts, such as differences in the description of the T-shirt or details about the 
stay. However, merely contrasting the messages did not initiate any 
exploration of the content in relation to the receiver. Enacting the pattern of 
variation in this way did not help the students explore the underlying meaning 
of the differences in the amount of information, which can be seen in the 
following sequence, when the teacher asked about differences between the 
texts (excerpt 8). After one of the students had identified the lack of 
description of the T-shirt in the first message, another student, S22, continued 
to list differences between the two messages: 

Excerpt 8. Continued class discussion from cycle 1 

[1] T: They don’t know what day it is, no. Okay... Anything else that  
[2] you think about in the first one?  
[3] E22: Well surname... they forgot to write it.  
 

The excerpt shows that S22 went on to spot another difference, without any 
relation to the difference discussed before and without relating to any 
explanation as to why a full name might be important. When the students 
compared the two texts in task 2, they focused on finding differences, and the 
content was handled as a list of separate pieces of information. The task 
became a spot-the-difference game, which was possible to do without learning 
anything about the principles of how to relate the content of a message to an 
unknown receiver.   

6.2.3 Task 3 – Completing the information of a message  

Task 3 was designed for cycle 5 to initiate exploration of the relation between 
text and receiver. Task 3 was enacted as a revision task. Only one of the 
messages of task 2 (text a, in the left-hand column of figure 6.3) was shown 
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to the students. The teacher read the message aloud and asked the students to 
suggest improvements concerning the information, to make the message 
clearer to the receiver and to improve the writer’s chances of getting the T-
shirt back. The task was framed with the information that the writer had not 
gotten her T-shirt back when she sent the first message (figure 6.4) and now 
had to be more specific in order to get the T-shirt back. The students discussed 
different suggestions in groups, followed by a presentation in class of the 
group activity.  

 
Dear Sir or Madam, 
I stayed in your hotel last week. 
 
I forgot my favorite T-shirt.  
 
I would like you to send it to me.  
 
My address is Fågelgatan 8, 123 45 
Ortstad. 
 
Best regards  
Anna 
 

 

Figure 6.3 Text example of task 3, which the students were asked to 
improve by suggesting completing information 

The amount of information in the students’ suggested revisions was likely to 
vary, whereas the purpose and overall content were invariant as was the 
receiver, similar to task 2. 

Table 6.3. Patterns of variation inherent in task 3 

 Vary Invariant 
Receiver  X 
Purpose, content  X 
Amount of information X  
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The pattern of variation was thus the same as in task 2 and in task 3. However, 
task 3 used the students’ own experience and their own examples, in that way 
widening the example space.  

6.3.1 Relating the content to a receiver  

When, in task 3, the students suggested improvements on the less elaborated 
message (figure 6.4), the task initiated negotiations in which the students 
motivated alternative ways of writing relating to the receiver. When the task 
was enacted in this way, the students explored the organizing principles for 
handling the content in a certain way, relating to the receiver, as opposed to 
only pointing out the differences, which was the case in task 2.  

Consequently, changes in the task design afforded the possibility of relating 
the differences in the amount of information to motives for expressing the 
content in certain ways. Subsequently, the students in cycle 5 did not reduce 
the task to merely finding the differences but had to come up with and 
motivate suggestions for improvement. When enacted in this way, task 3 
initiated negotiations about what information to include and why, relating to 
the receiver: 

Excerpt 9. From a group discussion in the first lesson of cycle 5  

[1] S69: there are probably quite a few T-shirts in the world... describe  
[2] the T-shirt, where it is and where the person lives, although they 
[3] may not know where it is.  
[4] S62: And... what hotel room. And...  
[5] S69: Yes, exactly.  
[6] S62: ... What floor... 
 

S69 not only said that a description is needed but explained why, saying that 
there are probably many T-shirts in the world. He then listed three suggestions 
for improvements—a description, a location, and the writer’s address—which 
all answer to the need to specify the situation. S62 further specified the 
location, adding the number of the hotel room and floor as closer descriptions.  

Another example, from another group, shows how the students discussed the 
signatures, negotiating the necessity and reason for signing the message with 
a full name.  
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Excerpt 10. From a group discussion in the first lesson of cycle 5 

[1] S65: Are you sure that you need that? Surname?  
[2] S79: Yes... 
[3] S65: Yes, maybe... 
[4] S79: Because there would be millions... who have lived  
[5] at the hotel...  

 
S65 questioned whether the surname is needed, and S79 responded with an 
explanation on line 4 relating to why the receiver needs the full name to be 
able to identify the writer among other people with the same name staying at 
the hotel. In contrast to the example from cycle 1, in excerpt 8, where the 
student also identified the omission of a surname, the students in cycle 5 
negotiated whether the surname was needed relating to why the receiver 
would need to know the full name. Working with task 3, the students were 
active not only in finding differences but also in relating to the differences to 
the receiver as the organizing principle, motivating why certain pieces of 
information were needed.  

The contrast between different amounts of information is inherent in task 3 as 
well as task 2, but whether the aspect amount of information is opened up as 
a dimension of variation is contingent on the students relating the aspect to the 
receiver. The receiver as an organizing principle was made discernible only in 
the exploration, when the students motivated pieces of information. Whereas 
in task 2 the students gave the teacher the ”correct” answers in terms of a list 
of separate pieces of information, in task 3, when the students were asked to 
complete the information of the message, they initiated negotiations 
concerning why certain information would be necessary, negotiations in 
which the relation between the amount of information and the receiver was 
made discernable. Task 3 was hence more powerful in terms of making the 
underlying meaning of the differences discernable, relating the need of certain 
information to the needs of the receiver.  
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6.3 Discerning politeness in relation to an unknown 
receiver 

The aspect of politeness emerged in cycle 3 and resulted in another analysis 
of data from cycles 1–4. The result of the analysis showed that some students 
expressed that the degree of politeness was something that differed between 
the messages for the known and unknown receivers in task 1. Even though 
many students showed various degrees of implicit knowledge of the aspect, 
they were not able to specify what it means to be polite. If being polite in 
writing is an ability that students need to develop to be able to adapt a text to 
an unknown receiver, specific features may have to be made discernable to 
the students. Tasks 4–7 were designed for cycle 5, in order to further explore 
the aspect of politeness. Patterns of variation were designed in order to explore 
differences in politeness. 

6.3.1 Task 4 – Contrasting different ways to phrase content 

Task 4 was designed to enable the teacher and students to jointly explore the 
aspect of politeness. Many features of the aspect of politeness varied, and a 
wide space of learning was created. A politeness scale from impolite to very 
polite was shown to the students, and the teacher introduced two clauses.  

The teacher introduced the task, saying that if you have made a mistake and 
want someone else to do you a favor, you would want to be polite. Send me 
my T-shirt! and Can you send my T-shirt? were contrasted. The teacher then 
pointed out that the clause Send my T-shirt is less polite and was therefore 
placed to the left on the scale, towards the impolite pole whereas Can you send 
my T-shirt? is more polite and therefore placed more towards the polite pole. 
The students were asked to give examples of other ways to express the same 
content in more or less polite ways. The students discussed in groups, and the 
clauses were placed on the scale in the class discussion that followed. 



 

64 
 

 

 

  Impolite                                                                                          Polite 

   

Send my T-shirt!                                  Can you send my T-shirt? 

 

Figure 6.4 Example for task 4, contrasting different ways to formulate the 
same content in relation to politeness 

The purpose and content were the same in the two clauses, but the ways of 
expressing the content varied. The students gave suggestions on the clause 
level as well as changes on the word level, including using politeness markers, 
such as please or exchanging modal verbs, such as could or would. By opening 
features of the aspect of politeness as several dimensions of variation, it was 
made possible for the students to discern differences on both the clause and 
word levels. Table 6.4 shows varying and invariant features of the aspect of 
politeness in task 4.  

Table 6.4. Varying and invariant features of the aspect of politeness in task 4 

 Vary Invariant 
Purpose, content   X 
Clauses X  
Words X  

 

According to variation theory, the task would allow the students to discern 
that differences in politeness can be found on the clause level as well as on the 
word level. The two clauses given by the teacher and each of the clauses 
suggested by the students, were contrasted with one or more clauses on the 
politeness scale, which allowed the students to discern differences between 
different clauses in relation to politeness. A demand and a question were 
contrasted to begin with, and the students were asked to suggest other clauses. 
It was also made possible to discern that exchanging certain words, such as 
modal verbs, changed the degree of politeness. The level of demand on the 
receiver is another feature of the aspect of politeness that opened up the 
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dimension of variation of politeness in the exploration. The task opened a wide 
space of learning, and the aspect of politeness was opened up in many different 
dimensions of variation.  

6.3.2 Opening politeness as several dimensions of variation 

By contrasting clauses with an invariant content, saying the same thing in 
different ways, the aspect of politeness was opened up as a dimension of 
variation on the clause level. Contrasting whole clauses made it possible to 
discern that the degree of politeness changes when you rephrase a demand 
with a grammatical metaphor—a question or a statement. The aspect of 
politeness was also opened up as dimensions of variation of politeness on the 
word level and with respect to the degree of demand on the receiver. The 
following sequence from one of the group discussions in cycle 5 shows how 
the students have a wide repertoire concerning how to be polite: 

Excerpt 11. From a group discussion in lesson 2 of cycle 5  
 

[1] S66: How do you say “Give me my T-shirt", but nicer?  
[2] S65: "Send me my T-shirt!" 
[3] S66: "Please send me my T-shirt"... 
[4] S79: ...Do you have to do... like really polite or...?  
[5] S65: Eh... 
[6] S79: "I would appreciate if you send my T-shirt". Should you write  
[7] something... more ...polite, or? "I would appreciate for you to send  
[8] my T-shirt back" 
[9] S66: "I would appreciate if you could please send my T-shirt back" 
 

The excerpt shows how the students try different expressions, increasing the 
degree of politeness first by adding the word please in Please send my T-shirt 
(line 3). Next, S79 chooses to change the demand into a statement, adding I 
would appreciate to the sentence I would appreciate for you to send my T-
shirt back (line 6), which lowers the degree of demand on the receiver. S66 
further lowers the demand on the receiver by changing the verbs from if you 
send (line 6) to if you could please send (line 9). In the sequence, three features 
of the aspect of politeness varied against the invariant background of the same 
content. The students’ suggestions included opening features on the clause 
level, with examples of both demand (Send me my T-shirt!) and statement (I 
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would appreciate if you send my T-shirt). Examples on the word level included 
adding or exchanging words: for example, the word please.   

A sequence from another group discussion shows how students opened the 
aspect of politeness on the word and clause levels as well as with regard to the 
degree of demand. The group contrasted the modal verbs can and would, 
discussing alternative ways to vary Send my T-shirt. The contrast of the verbs 
opened up the feature of politeness on the word level as a dimension of 
variation, contrasting the degree of politeness related to the verbs. The 
students suggested clauses with various degrees of politeness, and with the 
help of the teacher found more and more polite ways to express the same 
content: 

Excerpt 12. From a group discussion in lesson 2 of cycle 5  

[1] S75: Please, can you send my shirt. It's my favorite shirt. I want it  
[2] so bad.  
[3] S73: I would like to have it only in like three weeks because it's   
[4] nice to have it very, very, very nice to have it on me. It's a very  
[5] good looking T-shirt and I like...  
[6] T3: Something more polite then? 
[7] S73: I would like ....eh... you to send my... T-shirt to me, because...  
[8] it's my favorite T-shirt.  
[9] /…/ 
[10] T3: Would you send my T-shirt? 
 

To make the expression more polite, S75 changed the demand into a question, 
using the word can (line 1). He then emphasized that he really wanted the T-
shirt. S73 followed up with another explanation as to why the T-shirt was 
important to the writer (lines 3–5). When asked by the teacher, however, he 
gave a more polite suggestion, using the verb would (lines 7–8). The 
explanation as to why the T-shirt was important was also shortened. The 
excerpt shows how the students, prompted by the teacher, reformulated the 
clause in more polite ways and reduced the clauses that explained why the T-
shirt was important to the writer.  

The following class discussion shows that S75 discerned the contrasted verbs 
in the sequence above. When the teacher asked the students to present their 
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suggestions in the class discussion following the group discussion, S75 
remembered that the teacher had stressed the verb: 

Excerpt 13. From class discussion in lesson 2 of cycle 5  

[24] S75: We still had can we... never exchanged can, but we can  
[25] take... she said a good, eh... I don’t remember what she said. She  
[26] said something anyway. I don’t remember.  
 

E75 talks about the word can but does not remember what word it was 
exchanged with. He referred to not remembering what "she" said, meaning the 
teacher (there were only boys in the group). Excerpt 12 shows that it was 
actually S73 who used the word first. The teacher, however, repeated the 
clause, stressing the verb would (line 8 in excerpt 12). The data shows that 
S75 remembers that he discerned something more polite than the verb can, 
but does not remember the word. The group discussion contrasted can and 
would which opened up a dimension of variation of politeness on the word 
level, even though the student did not remember the verb.  

Another example shows how level of demand was opened up as a dimension 
of variation when some students contrasted two different ways to phrase the 
invariant content as two different questions. One of the students had suggested 
the question Do you think you can send my T-shirt?, and the teacher asked the 
student to place it on the politeness scale. The two questions were contrasted, 
and the students were asked to decide whether Do you think you can send my 
T-shirt? is more polite than Can you send my T-shirt? or less polite:  

Excerpt 14. From class discussion in lesson 2 of cycle 5  

[1] T: No... “Do you think you can send my T-shirt?” —is it more  
[2] polite than “Can you send my T-shirt?”?  
[3] S73: Yes, it’s more polite.  
[4] S64:"Do you think you can send my T-shirt?”  "Do you have the  
[5] possibility” like. 
[6] T: “Do you have the possibility?", then you add a little more like  
[7] “Could you possibly …" 
[8] S71: Like “Is it possible if you can send my T-shirt back?” 
 

S73 specified that one of the questions had a lower degree of demand, which 
is considered more polite than a high degree of demand (lines 2–3). Increasing 
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the uncertainty with the clause Do you think (line 4), opening up for the 
receiver to decline the demand, creates a higher degree of politeness, 
according to the students. The teacher emphasizes the conclusion, suggesting 
an implicit meaning of the clause, saying that do you have the possibility and 
could you possibly (lines 6–7) are implicit meanings of do you think. This 
opens up for S71 to suggest a question that translates the words literally into 
Is it possible if you can send my T-shirt back? (line 8). 

Task 4, contrasting different ways to formulate the same content, invited the 
students to explore the aspect of politeness. By contrasting clauses with an 
invariant content, saying the same thing in different ways, the aspect of 
politeness was opened up as a dimension of variation on the clause level as 
well as on the word level, making it possible to discern that the degree of 
politeness changes when you rephrase a demand into the grammatical 
metaphor of a question or a statement as well as when you exchange or add 
certain words, such as politeness markers or modal verbs. Politeness was also 
opened as a dimension of variation by comparing different levels of demand 
on the receiver. When the students negotiated where to place the clauses on 
the politeness scale, they related aspects of politeness to known and unknown 
receivers using the organizing principle of the receiver to assess different ways 
of expressing the content. The analysis of task 3 shows that the aspect of 
politeness was opened up as different dimensions of variation in different 
groups. The teacher cannot reproduce for the whole class the space of learning 
opened up in different groups, nor can the teacher rely on the students to repeat 
the work of all the different group discussions, thus opening up all the groups 
encountered dimensions of variation in the following whole-class activity. 
Hence, though the lesson design allows for and invites exploration, but the 
way the task is enacted and the dimensions of variation that are opened up 
depends on the students and on the teacher as a moderator.   

6.3.3 Task 5 – Contrasting different kinds of clauses 

Whereas the students explored a wide space of variation in task 4, tasks 5 and 
6 were designed to vary specific features of politeness. Task 5 contrasted 
different kinds of clauses—grammatical metaphors—that specified politeness 
on the clause level. The difference between demand, question, and statement, 
was related to the degree of politeness. The task made it possible for the 
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students to discern differences in attitude and politeness related to whether the 
content was phrased as a demand, a question, or a statement.  

The teacher introduced task 5, saying that a writer wants to be polite in order 
to evoke a positive attitude in the receiver. The clauses in the left column 
(figure 6.6) were shown to the students and the teacher read the first clause, 
Look for my T-shirt!. Together with the students, the teacher rephrased the 
content into the question, Can you look for my T-shirt? and the statement, I 
would appreciate if you could look for my T-shirt. The two following clauses 
in the left-hand column—Tell me when the next bus leaves! and Give me a 
towel!—were shown to the students, and they were asked to discuss in groups 
how the demands could be rephrased into questions and statements. The 
groups then presented their different suggestions in class, and different 
degrees of politeness were discussed as well as what in the clauses created a 
certain attitude towards a receiver.  

 

Demand 
 
Look for my T-shirt! 
 
 
Tell me when the next bus 
leaves! 
 
Give me a towel! 
 

Question 
 
Can you look for my T-
shirt? 
 
 

Statement  
 
I would appreciate if you 
could look for my T-shirt. 
 
 
 

Figure 6.5 Clauses shown on the screen for task 5, contrasting demands, 
questions, and statements 

As shown in table 6.5, the aspects that were intended to be discerned, the 
different kinds of clauses, were in focus, as opposed to the previous task, 
where differences in degree of politeness were in focus. If the kind of clause 
varies against the invariant background of the same content, the students are 
likely to discern that the kind of clause changes the degree of politeness. 
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Table 6.5. Varying and invariant features of the aspect of politeness in task 5 

 Vary Invariant 
Purpose of clauses  X 
Kinds of clauses X  

 

In this task as well as in task 4, different kinds of clauses varied. However, in 
task 5, the grammatical metaphors demand, question, and statement were 
varied systematically. Each clause in the left column was varied in terms of 
grammatical metaphors and degree of politeness. This task allowed the 
students to discern that a questions and statements are perceived as more polite 
than demands and that it is possible to change the degree of politeness by 
rephrasing a demand into a question or a statement.  

6.3.4 Opening the aspect of politeness on the clause level  

The students could easily rephrase demands into questions; however, they did 
not rephrase the demand into statements, which is shown in excerpt 15: 

Excerpt 15. From class discussion of cycle 5  

[1] S71: Like... “Excuse me, can you tell me when the next bus 
[2] leaves?” 
[3] T: Even nicer, absolutely. Could anyone think of a statement then? 
[4] S69: Yes, eh... “The next bus leaves in 40 minutes.”  
 

Instead of suggesting a statement, S69 suggested another question. When the 
teacher again asked for a statement, S69 answered the question with a 
statement but not with the same content, instead of rephrasing the same 
content into a statement. The fact that S69 produced a statement suggests that 
he possessed the grammatical knowledge asked for but either did not 
understand the instruction or was unable to rephrase the content in a statement.   

The questions, however, were opened up as dimensions of variation when, for 
example, a question for a friend was contrasted with a question for an 
unknown receiver. When the students were asked to rephrase demands into 
questions and statements, the students in one of the groups further specified 
the question. In the following excerpt, S79 gives a suggestion as to how to 
rephrase Tell me when the next bus leaves! 
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Excerpt 16. From class discussion in lesson 2 of cycle 5.  

[1] S79: Could you tell me when eh... I can catch the next one eh... 
[2] T2: Is it polite? 
[3] S79: Yes, it’s more polite at least than if you would talk to a friend  
[4] and just... “when is the next one?” instead of  “could you please”. 

 
When the students contrasted the demand with a question, saying that it is 
more polite, the question was contrasted to the given demand tell me when the 
bus leaves. The contrast of a demand and a question opened up the aspect of 
politeness as a dimension of variation on the clause level. When asked by the 
teacher if the question is polite, S79 contrasted the question for an unknown 
receiver with a question to a friend, which the student found more polite than 
the demand but less polite than the question for the unknown receiver, hence 
further opening up the question as a dimension of variation contrasting the 
two instances of questions.  

Contrasting different kinds of clauses afforded the possibility to open up the 
aspect of politeness as a dimension of variation on the clause level. The task 
made it possible for the students to discern a question as more polite than a 
demand and to discern that there are different degrees of politeness within 
questions, thus further specifying the aspect of politeness. However, the 
results did not show that the students discerned how to rephrase the demand 
into a statement. Even though the students gave examples of statements while 
working with task 4, there are no examples of the students rephrasing the 
examples of task 5 as statements. 

6.3.5 Task 6 – Contrasting different modal verbs  

Task 6 was intended to make the differences between different modal verbs 
discernible to the students. The students had already given examples of clauses 
including different verbs in the previous tasks, contrasting ways of expressing 
the same content on the politeness scale (task 4) and contrasting different 
kinds of clauses (task 5); however, as many aspects varied simultaneously, the 
feature of modal verbs in relation to politeness was discerned by very few. In 
order for the students to discern the differences in politeness on the word level, 
regarding modal verbs, task 6 contrasted the verbs can, could and would, 
against the background of an invariant clause.  
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The teacher showed the students the example and asked them to compare the 
questions in relation to politeness. 

 
Low obligation 

   
High obligation 
 

Would you  
send my T-shirt? 

Could you  
send my T-shirt? 

Can you  
send my T-shirt? 

Send my T-shirt! 
 
 

Figure 6.6 Example for task 6 contrasting verbs in relation to politeness 

In task 6.6, only the modal verbs varied against an invariant question. The 
degree of politeness varied in relation to each verb. The degree of demand 
varied in relation to the modal verbs.  

Table 6.6. Varying features of the aspect of politeness on the word level and 
degree of obligation, task 5  

 Vary Invariant 
Purpose of clause  X 
Verb X  
clause  X 

 

Theoretically, the pattern of variation would afford the possibility to discern 
the use of different verbs. However, the underlying meanings of the verbs— 
for example, that would signals a lower degree of obligation which is 
perceived as more polite—has to be learned in the interaction when the 
students explore the meanings of the clauses in the example. Whereas in task 
1 (contrasting messages for different receivers) none of the students 
mentioned the verbs could in one message or would in the other message, in 
task 3 most of the students discerned the differences between the verbs. As 
opposed to tasks 1 and 4, the verbs were made the figure in task 5. Varying 
the verbs in the same invariant clause makes it impossible for the students to 
disregard the differences in choice of modal verbs. 

6.3.6 Opening the aspect of politeness on the word level  

When task 6 was enacted, in cycle 5, the questions and the verbs were 
translated into Swedish. Translating the verbs resulted in many varying 
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features besides the intended ones. The verbs could and would both translate 
to the same Swedish words in the given example, which resulted in some 
confusion. Furthermore, the Swedish word for could is not possible to use in 
the exemplified question, as it only carries the literal meaning of the verb can 
in the past tense. 

The analysis shows that some of the students discerned the differences 
between the verbs, but the unintended confusion caused by the two verbs 
being translated the same way is likely to have obstructed the students' 
discerning the intended aspects: 

Excerpt 17. From class discussion in lesson 2 of cycle 5  

[1] T: /.../ "Would you send my T-shirt?"—what does that mean? 
[2] S71: Would you...  
[3] T: "Would you...". Exactly, and what does "Could you send my  
[4] T-shirt?" mean? 
[5] S75: Would you ... or is that should? 
 

Except for the words in italics, the discussion was held in Swedish. S71 and 
S75 translate both the questions correctly (lines 2 and 5). S75, however, 
hesitates (line 5), possibly because he expected the two different English 
words to be translated into two different Swedish words. He thus tries to find 
another English word instead of exploring the reason for both verbs in English 
being translated to the same word in Swedish.  

Another example of how to translate the verb could in the context shows that 
one of the students chose to translate could with can+please, showing implicit 
knowledge of the double meanings of the verb could in English: 

 
Excerpt 18. From class discussion in lesson 2 of cycle 5  

S64: ... "Could you tell me..." Like “Can you please...” 

 
S64 then explains Could you tell me by translating it into a Swedish clause 
meaning Can you please, which is a correct translation of the meaning of the 
verb could. Hence, the literal meanings of the words, when translated, varied 
together with the meanings related to degrees of politeness and obligation.  
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Task 6, contrasting verbs, afforded the possibility to open up the verbs in 
relation to degree of politeness as a dimension of variation. However, using 
Swedish led to more varying aspects than intended, which is likely to have 
confused the students.  

The aspect and sub-aspects of politeness were explored in tasks 4–6. The 
purpose of tasks 5 and 6 was to specify and open up the aspect of politeness 
as a dimension of variation on clause and word levels. Already in task 1, the 
students found the message for the unknown receiver more polite than the 
message for the known receiver. However, they did not seem to be able to say 
what being polite meant. The discernment that was not made possible when 
messages were compared in task 1 was made possible when clauses were 
varied against an invariant content in tasks 4 and 5 and when words were 
varied against an invariant clauses in task 6. 

6.4 The aspect of formality 

Very few students talked about formality. However, some students talked 
about traits of formality in the texts in terms of politeness or structure, 
referring to the message to the unknown receiver in task 1 as more polite. 
Greetings were the most salient trait that the students referred to as politeness. 
Task 7 was designed to explore differences in greetings for known and 
unknown receivers. Even though the task was designed to explore aspects of 
politeness, data shows that formality was discussed, even though the task was 
not powerful in opening up either the aspect of formality, or politeness as a 
dimension of variation. The task did make it possible, however, for the 
researcher to identify potential critical aspects of formality. In task 7, 
contrasting greetings opened up for specifying the unknown receiver as well 
as differentiating between oral and written communication regarding 
greetings and formality.  

6.4.1 Task 7 – Contrasting greetings in relation to receivers 

In task 7, the students were given cards with different greetings and were 
asked to sort them in two groups: greetings that would be suitable for a known 
receiver and greetings that would be more appropriate for an unknown 
receiver. The task was intended to focus on different ways of addressing 
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known and unknown receivers. Even though the teacher differentiated 
between politeness and formality, she did not make a point of the difference. 
The teacher showed the greetings and read them aloud, and the students then 
worked in groups sorting them. The solutions were presented to the class.  

 
Hello 
Yours sincerely 
Yours faithfully 
Respectfully yours 
Dear Sir or Madame 
Hi 
Thanks 
 

 
To whom it may concern 
I appreciate your help 
Thank you for your help  
Best regards 
What’s up? 
Dear Ms. Jenkins 

Figure 6.7 List of greetings the students were given in Task 7 contrasting 
greetings for different receivers 

The expressions were all greetings, and whether it was a greeting or an ending 
of a message as well as the intended receivers varied. The degree of formality 
varied in relation to the receiver.  

Table 6.7. Varying and invariant features of the aspect of greetings in task 7  

 Vary Invariant 
Greetings X  
Receiver X  

 

The task was intended to contrast greetings for known and unknown receivers 
in order to improve writing skills. 

6.4.2 Formality in relation to different languages and ages 

The analysis shows that the aspect of formality in relation to different 
languages or ages was discussed but only in one of the group discussions. The 
students in excerpt 19 discussed different greetings in relation to different 
cultural conventions of Great Britain and different receivers, referring to age 
or distance in the personal relation as possible reasons for using a more formal 
address: 



 

76 
 

Excerpt 19. Group discussion in cycle 5 

[1] S66: But who would write “Dear Mrs Jerkins”, I’m thinking? 
[2] S65: Eh... like someone in Great Britain? 
[3] S79: Or grandmother... 
[4] S66: No. Would you write “Dear Mrs...”? 
[5] S79: Hi-hi granny (the student talks in a childish voice). 
[6] S65: What if you write to a neighbor? 
 

The students are not familiar with a formal address using titles such as Mr., 
Ms., or Mrs., as these have not been used in Sweden since the 1970s. The 
students in excerpt 19 try to define the contexts in which the title might be 
used. S65 states that a person in Great Britain might use it but does not make 
a specific comparison to Sweden, which makes it uncertain whether a 
dimension of variation is opened up or if it is just stated that the English 
greeting is used in an English-speaking country. S79, however, continues to 
explore titles. It is not clear whether they are talking about the writer or the 
receiver (line 3–5), suggesting that older people may use it, or that a writer 
might use titles when writing to a grandmother. In either case, the more formal 
address is connected to older age. The suggestion is followed up with a 
question of whether one would use it when writing to a neighbor, which could 
be interpreted as formality in relation to unknown receivers.  

Task 7 initiated discussions of differences regarding the use of titles, which 
differs between Swedish and English. The use of titles was also related to age 
and distance in personal relation by some students. However, it is likely that 
too many things varied and that the differences between the languages or uses 
in relation to different receivers were not made discernable, which suggests 
that the pattern of variation can be improved in terms of opening up the aspect 
of formality in relation to languages and age.  

6.4.3 Formality in oral and written communication  

In the enactment of task 7, the context of the message to the hotel was lost, 
which led the students to discuss greetings in relation to different contexts. In 
the group discussions, the different greetings were related to different 
receivers in both oral communication and written communication. 
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In tasks 1–3, the students defined informal greetings as suitable for friends 
and known receivers and formal greetings as more suitable for unknown 
receivers. In task 7, however, some students argued that informal greetings 
could be used for unknown receivers as well. In excerpt 20, the students 
discussed whether the word thanks can be used for an unknown person. S64 
argued for differences in degree of formality between thanks and thank you, 
relating formal greetings to unknown receivers regardless of mode of 
communication. S77, on the other hand, argued for using the word thanks for 
unknown persons as well, giving an example from oral conversation: 

Excerpt 20. Group discussion from cycle 5.  
 

[1] S77: "Thanks" —you can say that to anyone. 
[2] S64: I know, but then you say...  
[3] S77: ... a chef who has cooked a meal... then you can say "thanks". 
[4] S64: I know, but then you would often say "thank you", to be a bit  
[5] more … like formal, like we used last lesson.  
[6] S63: No, you say "thanks". 
[7] S64: No, you say "thank you"... to be a bit more polite. 
 

S77 was giving examples from a situation of talking to a chef in a restaurant, 
whereas S64 was discussing different degrees of formality without referring 
to a context or specifying the mode of communication. Whereas S64 
generalized the conception that informal expressions are used for known 
receivers and formal expressions for unknown receivers in written and spoken 
communication, E77 referred to oral communication when arguing that a 
lower level of formality could be used for both known and unknown receivers. 

As opposed to task 1 in which the students used greetings to draw conclusions 
about the receiver, in task 7 they made hypotheses about both context and 
receiver. In task 1, comparing two messages for different receivers, the 
students understood thanks as more informal than best regards. But in task 7, 
sorting greetings, S64 generalized the understanding of degrees of formality 
to different contexts—both written and oral communication—and argued that 
a formal expression should always be used for unknown receivers, regardless 
of the situation. In the task of sorting greetings, the discussions opened up for 
exploring formality in relation to different contexts, differentiating oral from 
written communication.  
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6.4.4 Specifying the unknown receiver 

Task 7, sorting greetings, also revealed that the aspect of unknown could be 
understood in different ways. Distinctions between know and know of opened 
up the aspect of unknown receiver as a dimension of variation.  

Discussing the differences between the greetings, one of them in particular—
Dear Ms. Jenkins—offered the possibility to open up unknown receiver as a 
dimension of variation. The students found the greeting to be formal, but since 
the greeting included a name, some of the students concluded that the writer 
must know the receiver. One of the students, however, made a distinction 
between know and know of, giving an example to help the other group 
members specify the aspect of the receiver: 

Excerpt 21. Group discussion from cycle 5  

[1] S66: Do I know Steven Hawking? 
[2] S79: Yes, by reading an article on him, yes. Steven Hawking... 
[3] known person. 
[4] S66: But then I don’t know him, right...? 
 

S66 gave an example to show that it is possible to know a person’s name 
without knowing the person. By contrasting two meanings of the word known, 
the dimension of variation known receiver was opened up. Whereas S66 talked 
about a famous person that she knows by name, S79 made no distinction 
between know and know of and argued that there was only one meaning to the 
word. S66 continued, giving another example of a situation in which, it is 
possible to know a person’s name without knowing the person: 

Excerpt 22. Continued group discussion from cycle 5 

[8] S66: Do you know you neighbors? 
[9] S79: Yes.  
[10] S66: I don’t know mine. I know their names, but I don’t know  
[11] them. I have never met them.  

 
With the example of the neighbors, S66 illustrated another situation where a 
person is known without being famous, yet is not a person whom the writer 
has a personal relation to. The greeting Dear Ms. Jenkins hence entailed an 
ambiguity, which led this group to differentiate between two features of known 
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in terms of its applying to either someone you know or someone you know of 
but do not know personally. With the help of this example, E66 opened up 
known receiver as a dimension of variation by differentiating between know 
and know of for the other two students who expressed a more literal 
understanding of the word known.  

Whereas contrasting two messages in task 1 and 2, helped the students to 
discern specific details in relation to the receiver through simultaneous 
discerning of part–whole relations, the task of sorting greetings prompted 
students to compare different contexts and modes of communication in 
relation to the receiver. Task 7, hence, opened an unintended dimension of 
variation of formality in relation to modes of communication. The pattern, 
however, was not powerful in terms of the students discerning the aspects of 
formality in written communication.  

6.5 Summary of the results 

The study has aimed to answer the research question of how aspects of text 
and receiver can be varied and explored in teaching to develop the students’ 
capabilities to adapt a text to an unknown receiver. The object of learning was 
deconstructed into tentative critical aspects, and tasks were designed in order 
to make it possible discern each aspect separately. The tasks took a starting 
point in a message to hotel about a forgotten T-shirt, which served as a context 
for the following tasks. By contrasting texts, clauses, or words, different 
aspects could be made discernible to the students—aspects that could be found 
in the text as well as beyond the text, such as the principles that affect the 
choices a writer makes. For example, the superordinate aspect of receiver was 
opened as a dimension of variation with the help of two messages adapted to 
a known and an unknown receiver. When the form of the message varied 
against the invariant background of the same purpose and overall content, the 
organizing principle, in this case the receiver, was made discernible. And since 
the receiver affects the form of a message, the aspect of form was also made 
discernible by the same task. Once the receiver had been made discernible, the 
sub-ordinate aspects of the text could be handled as well as sub-aspects of 
these, hence expanding the object of learning. 
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Because a text is the result of the choices a writer makes, the teaching cannot 
focus only on the text, but must include aspects beyond the text. The relation 
between the text and the choices the writer makes was made discernible in the 
exploration. Telling the students who the receiver was not enough. In order 
for the students to experience how the receiver affects the text, the receiver 
needed to be made discernible. In task 1, when two messages were used to 
identify different receivers, the students contrasted specific parts of the texts 
drawing conclusions about the receiver. Doing so, the students explored the 
choices the writer had made concerning the amount of information included, 
how to present the content, as well as how to address the receiver. When the 
students compared the two different forms of the same message, they could 
identify the receivers as either a person the writer knew well or as one the 
writer did not know personally. When the text was used in this way, the 
students and teacher explored what it means to adapt a text to an unknown 
receiver, and the relations between the critical aspects were made visible and 
possible to discern. Once the receiver was discerned, the students used the 
receiver as an organizing principle to further explore the aspects of the text, 
thus expanding the object of learning.  
 
Different versions of the same message were used throughout the lessons. 
Although the message was very short, many things varied simultaneously. 
Therefore, when the lessons were enacted there was a possibility that different 
aspects became figure and background for different students or groups of 
students. Even though the tasks were designed for the students to explore the 
aspects by themselves, the teacher had an important role in keeping the 
intended aspect in focus. When the teacher attended to the details of the text 
with a focus on the critical aspect that the students were intended to discern, 
and did not follow up differences irrelevant to the critical aspect, the students 
were more likely to make the intended aspect the figure. 
 
For the students to be able to discern the aspects separately, the order of the 
tasks was important. When the students were given the possibility to first 
discern the receiver as the organizing principle, they could subsequently 
explore and discern the underlying meanings of the amount of information, 
politeness, and formality aspects. When task 1—contrasting messages for a 
known and an unknown receiver—was placed before the other tasks, the 
students were given a common ground for relating to a receiver, which they 



 

81 
 

had identified jointly. Hence, the order of the tasks was to start from the 
organizing principle in terms of the receiver, followed by the aspects of the 
text, from the whole to the details, from macro- to micro-level traits of the 
text. Following this order of the tasks, the receiver as well as the text traits on 
the macro-level, such as different amounts of information or overall ways to 
be polite, were made discernible when whole messages were contrasted. 
Conversely micro-level traits, such as the choice of words or clauses, appeared 
to be made discernible when they were contrasted in smaller pieces of text. 
Task 6 is an example of modal verbs being contrasted in a single invariant 
clause in order for the students to discern the differences in level of demand 
on the receiver. This micro-level trait of the text was not discerned by the 
students when whole messages were compared. 
 
Besides the order of the tasks, the relations between the whole and the parts 
of the message were important. The results show that the relations between 
text and receiver are dynamic. The intrinsic relations between parts and whole 
as well as parts to the receiver as an organizing principle are interdependent. 
The context of the messages in task 1 worked as a framing whole, that the 
students could use to relate the parts to. In tasks 3-6, for example, where the 
aspect of politeness and its sub-aspects were opened up as various dimensions 
of variation on the clause and word levels, the students framed the new aspects 
in the context of the message to a receiver at the hotel. However, when the 
students compared greetings in task 7, opening the aspect of formality as a 
dimension of variation, the students related the greetings to different receivers, 
to different modes of communication (oral and written), and to different 
cultural and linguistic conventions in Swedish and English. Task 7 was thus 
less efficient in making the intended aspect discernible as the parts were not 
related to a common whole. The data show that the students generalized the 
understanding of a receiver across different modes of communication as well 
as linguistic and cultural conventions, which resulted in too many varying 
features, making the students less likely to discern the intended aspect.  
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7 Conclusion and Discussion 

The aim of the study is to contribute to understanding of writing instruction 
by identifying what aspects students need to discern regarding how to adapt a 
message to a receiver, and how these can be made explicit and discernible in 
teaching. Although a rather limited piece of writing, a message to a hotel, was 
used to explore what it means to adapt a text to an unknown receiver, the study 
demonstrates what it might take to make this discernible through teaching. In 
the following chapter, the results of the study will be discussed in relation to 
research on writing instruction in general as well as on L2 writing in particular. 

7.1 Knowledge contribution 

The results of the study contribute a detailed description of how a piece of 
writing can be deconstructed into its constitutive parts and how each part can 
be made discernible to the students through teaching. When the text is 
deconstructed and the aspects are taught separately in a certain order, with a 
conscious relation between parts and whole as well as on what needs to be 
made foreground, or figure, the students can explore and expand their 
linguistic repertoire in relation to the specific message, in particular, and their 
register, in general. These findings can also be discussed in relation to and 
complement other writing approaches, such as feedback studies and genre 
pedagogy.  

7.1.1 To deconstruct a text into its constitutive parts 

In order to develop writing skills, awareness of the receiver is important 
(Berggren, 2013; Duràn, 2017; Hodgson-Drysdale, 2016; Thorsten, 2018). A 
fact that became apparent in the study is that it is not enough to tell the students 
who the receiver is: they need to experience the contrast of how a text relates 
to different receivers in order to discern the concept of receiver. When two 
messages for different receivers are compared in task 1, all the students have 
the same possibility to experience how the same content is expressed 
differently in relation to different receivers, which gives them a common 
ground to explore the concept of the receiver and how different receivers 
affect the text.  
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The findings align with previous research that shows that students must first 
discern the concept of the receiver before they can discern different ways to 
adapt a text to a receiver (Berggren, 2013; Duràn, 2017; Hodgson-Drysdale, 
2016; Thorsten, 2018). Moreover, the findings complement earlier research 
through knowledge of how the relation between text and receiver can be made 
discernible through teaching. Only when the students of the present study 
discern the receiver do they change their ways of seeing aspects of the text. 
When they discern the receiver, they can compare what amount of information 
can be considered necessary for different receivers and what will be perceived 
as polite by a friend or by an unknown receiver. These findings correlate with 
those of Thorsten (2018), who shows that students change their ways of 
writing when they discern the purpose of the text in relation to a receiver.  
 
Furthermore, the findings of the present study show that once the students 
have discerned the receiver, they start to compare known and unknown 
receivers in their discussions when they explore different choices of 
expression—for example, when they discuss the amount of information an 
unknown receiver may need in task 3. These findings complement findings 
from other researchers who point out that students need to be shown explicit 
examples of different linguistic choices in relation to different receivers 
(Hodgson-Drysdale, 2016) or that students need to negotiate different ways to 
adapt a text to a receiver (Duràn, 2017). In particular, the present study 
contributes more specific information regarding how tasks can be designed to 
vary the critical aspects so that the students can explore these relations 
themselves. The study thus provides an example of what needs to be made 
explicit concerning the relation between the specific text and the receiver and 
how this can be achieved by teaching through variation. 
 
The aspect and sub-aspects of politeness were explored in the final, fifth cycle 
of the learning study. The students had implicit knowledge of politeness, 
which could be used to further explore what it means to be polite in the specific 
case. However, it turned out that the notions of politeness and formality were 
conflated and that things that were referred to as politeness in the learning 
study ought rather be referred to as formality. Even though it could be 
considered more polite to use more formal language when writing to an 
unknown receiver, this is not necessarily so. These results correlate with the 
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findings of Economidou-Kogetsidis (2015), who shows that politeness and 
formality are often confused in teaching. The results of the present study show 
that the aspects of politeness and formality can be made explicit and 
discernible to the students by means of variation. Even though the text that 
was used as an example in the study was limited, the analysis shows that the 
aspect of politeness and formality had many sub-aspects. It may be an 
advantage to explore aspects of politeness and formality in other cases to 
further specify these aspects.  
 
The findings of the present study show that the students seem less likely to 
discern the receiver and the adaption of the text to the receiver simultaneously. 
When variation theory is applied in the present case, it is apparent that aspects 
of content and politeness need to relate to a specific whole. The aspects of a 
text cannot be taught in general but are specific in relation to purpose and 
receiver. One contribution of the study is the knowledge that the intrinsic 
relations must be made explicit—but within the frames of a specific piece of 
writing—in order for the students to discern how to deconstruct and 
reconstruct the text. The analyses also show that when the students do not 
discern the receiver, or have the receiver in focal awareness, the details of the 
text become separated fragments with no relation to the organizing principles 
of the whole. Without discounting the importance of learning words and 
phrases, the findings of the present study show that, in order for students to 
develop an understanding of how to adapt a text to a specific receiver, the 
discernment of the receiver as an organizing principle of the text is more 
powerful than learning separate phrases. 
 
The results of the present study confirm the findings of other researchers on 
the importance of making the relation between text and receiver explicit 
(Berggren, 2013; Duràn, 2017; Hodgson-Drysdale, 2016; Thorsten, 2018), 
and the study contributes examples of how variation can be used to 
deconstruct a text in order to develop a more differentiated understanding of 
what it means to adapt a message for an unknown receiver.  

7.1.2. Exploring instead of modeling text 

The present study shows how the contrasting of two texts can be used to make 
critical aspects discernible to the students. When only the aspect the students 
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are intended to discern varies in two otherwise invariant texts, the students are 
given the possibility to discern the varying aspect and experience the 
difference a certain choice of expression makes. The use of texts for students 
to analyze can be discussed in relation to genre pedagogy. As in genre 
pedagogy, the students in the present study were asked to analyze a text, but 
whereas genre pedagogy provides the students with one model text to analyze 
and learn from (Martin, 2009; Rose, 2008), two texts or pieces of text were 
used in the present study. When one text is used as a model, the students are 
expected to learn by imitation. Experienced readers and writers are likely to 
compare the model text with other texts they have experienced previously and 
such readers and writers may thus experience variation implicitly. This means 
that the variation is not synchronically present, but that they experience a 
diachronic variation with earlier experiences (Marton et al., 2004). Whereas 
experienced readers and writers are likely to draw on their earlier experiences, 
inexperienced readers and writers are constrained to the given example. The 
explicit contrast of two texts in the present study gave all students the same 
possibility to discern the intended aspects, and this may benefit inexperienced 
writers.   
 
When two model texts were used, the students were provided with a common 
ground to discern aspects of a text, which enabled them to explore the 
underlying principles for a writer’s choices when writing. These results can 
complement the understanding of the use of model texts in genre pedagogy.  

7.1.3 To make macro- and micro-level features discernible 

One finding that deserves special attention is that the text examples need to be 
designed differently depending on the character of the aspect that the students 
are intended to discern. Aspects on the macro-level, such as content and 
amount of information, appear to be more likely to be discerned when two 
whole texts are compared, whereas aspects on the micro-level, such as 
vocabulary, need to be varied against the background of a smaller piece of 
text, such as an invariant clause.  
 
The findings of the present study show that when the two messages for 
different receivers are contrasted in task 1, differences in the amount of 
information, in the overall politeness, and in the greetings were salient to the 



 

86 
 

students. One example of what is made possible to discern on the macro-level 
is the aspect of politeness. In task 1, many students perceive one of the texts 
as more polite, although they have difficulty deciding what makes them think 
it is more polite. Utterances such as “the other one is more ordered, fixed like... 
to be for a hotel” are used to describe an overall different way to address a 
receiver. These results can be discussed in relation to Bergström’s (2013) 
feedback study, which shows that after giving feedback on another student’s 
writing task, students make certain kinds of revisions to their own texts. The 
students in Berggren’s study improve writing on the macro-level but less on 
the micro-level (Berggren, 2013). In light of the results of Berggren’s (2013) 
study, which showed that students made more revisions to content, idea 
development, organization, and structure after giving feedback, the findings 
of the present study can offer a possible explanation as to why students discern 
certain things. The results show that when students compare two versions of 
the same writing task, macro-level traits are likely to vary against the invariant 
background of an invariant purpose of the task, which means that these variant 
features are possible for the students to discern.  
 
Whereas macro-level features are discernible when two whole texts are 
compared, micro-level features, such as modal verbs, are discernible when 
they are varied against an invariant clause or smaller piece of text. When 
different modal verbs are used in the messages for different receivers in task 
1, not one of the students in any of the five cycles mentions the different use 
of verbs in the two messages. The fact that the students do not seem to notice 
the difference could be explained by the fact that the background was not 
invariant. “Could you look for it” in the message for a friend is not compared 
to “I would like you to send it” in the message for the hotel. It is possible that 
the verbs would have been discernible if the clause had been identical and only 
the verb had varied. In either case, the analysis shows that micro-level 
features, such as modal verbs, are discerned when they are varied in smaller 
pieces of text. The results can thus complement the findings of Berggren 
(2013) and offer a possible explanation as to why, after the students had given 
feedback, revisions on the micro-level were less frequent in her study than 
revisions on the macro-level. 
 
Greetings are an exception, however. Greetings are a salient feature in the 
present study as well as in Berggren’s study—at least in comparison to other 
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micro-level features—and this can be explained by the fact that they vary 
against the background of an invariant position in the text. As opposed to other 
aspects on the micro-level, which are not contrasted against an invariant 
background when two whole messages are compared, greetings vary against 
an invariant background, which means that they are discernible. These 
findings correlate with the findings of Berggren (2013) and offer an 
explanation as to why revisions to greetings are more frequent than revisions 
to other micro-level features in Berggren’s (2013) feedback study.  
 
In addition, the present study can offer a hypothesis about why students 
benefit more from giving than from receiving feedback, which research shows 
to be the case (Lundström & Baker, 2009). The fact that students who receive 
feedback do not improve their texts to the same extent as those who give 
feedback (Lundström & Baker, 2009) could be explained by the fact that the 
student who merely receives feedback does not have the possibility to draw 
on the variation between their own text and another student’s text. 
 
The results of the present study suggest that it can be predicted what is possible 
to discern when a student compares and analyzes two texts, such as another 
student’s text and the student’s own text. This can contribute to knowledge of 
how feedback tasks can be designed as well as knowledge of the limitations 
of feedback tasks. If a student needs to discern certain features, a conscious 
variation of these aspects against an invariant background may be more 
powerful than a general feedback task. 

7.1.4 The role of exploration 

The students’ exploration was found to be important in the present study, since 
the relations between the organizing principles and the text are found beyond 
the text itself. Hence, even though the tasks are carefully designed to open up 
the critical aspects as dimensions of variation, the tasks must also initiate the 
exploration of the organizing principles behind the text. Nevertheless, it is 
important to delimit the exploration, so that the intended aspects are kept in 
focus.  
 
The analyses show that when the students are asked to find differences 
between two texts, as in task 2, there is no exploration of the underlying 
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meaning of different amounts of information. The assignment to find the 
differences did not direct the students’ attention to the underlying meaning of 
the different choices of expression. However, when the students were asked 
to complete the message in such a way as to enable the hotel to send the T-
shirt back, in task 3, the relation between text and receiver was incorporated 
into the task and initiated the students’ exploration. Hence, example texts 
together with a question that directs the attention to the relation between the 
organizing principle and the text initiates negotiations about the reasons to 
express a given content in a certain way. The questions are open, in terms of 
allowing for different possible answers and solutions, yet they direct the focus 
to the aspect that is intended to be made figure. To open too broad an 
exploration results in too many aspects varying, which risks confusing the 
students rather than benefitting them.  
 
These findings can be discussed in relation to writing approaches that 
emphasize the role of the receiver. Within the communication discourse, 
authentic writing situations are often promoted (Ivanič, 2004; Purcell Gates et 
al., 2007) based on the assumption that skills and knowledge are best learned 
in authentic practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Whereas studies show better 
results when the students write for authentic receivers (Purcell Gates et al., 
2007), Duràn (2017) also shows that writing for different receivers lead to 
negotiations that scaffold students’ abilities to conceptualize the reader 
(Duràn, 2017). Although the writing situations in the present study are not 
authentic, there is a similarity to Duràn’s findings concerning negotiation and 
exploration. It could be argued that regardless of the authenticity of the 
situation, it is the discernment of certain aspects and their intrinsic relations to 
the receiver that are important. If the discernment of critical aspects of a text 
is achieved through exploration and negotiation of the relations between 
receiver, purpose, and text, the question is how tasks can be designed so that 
these relations can be discerned. The tasks must also initiate exploration of 
these critical aspects. Following this line of reasoning, it is possible to 
conclude that it is not the authenticity but the exploration of the critical aspects 
of a writing situation that leads the students to improve their writing. 
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7.1.6 The teacher’s role 

Even though the tasks were designed for the teacher to stay in the background 
and allow the students to explore, the results show that the teacher’s role is 
very important.  
 
To help the students to a more differentiated experience of an object of 
learning, the teacher needs to move the students’ experiences from an 
undifferentiated whole, through differentiation and integration, to a new, 
differentiated and integrated whole (Marton, 2015). In order to achieve this, it 
is very important for the teacher to have the critical aspects in focal awareness. 
If the teacher is conscious of the aspects that constitute the skills of adapting 
a message to a receiver and the intrinsic relations between those aspects, the 
teacher can place the intended aspects in the foreground, letting the other 
aspects become background. 
 
The critical aspects guide the teacher in deciding which student utterances 
should be used when ad hoc decisions are made about what to discuss. 
Identifying and using situations that emerge in the classroom can be an 
advantage when the teacher directs the students’ attention towards the critical 
aspects, as opposed to letting the students lead the discussion, which may 
entail shifts between different foci. Besides the fact that the tasks were more 
meticulously designed in the later cycles, the teachers’ awareness of and focus 
on the critical aspects grew in the process of the learning cycle. These findings 
are supported by, for example, Thorsten (2018) and Rosenbaum (2019), who 
found that the teacher’s focus on the critical aspects can contribute to rigor in 
the teaching situation even if the students are very active in the discussions 
during the lessons. There is thus no contradiction between active students and 
the teacher guiding and delimiting the focus of the explorations.  
 
The teacher does not “teach” the students what to discern; rather, the teacher 
guides the focus towards details in the texts, which leads the students to open 
up certain aspects as dimensions of variation by themselves. Some groups do 
not need much help from the teacher (or teachers, as there was more than one 
teacher in the classroom), but in the group discussions where the intended 
aspects are not opened up as dimensions of variation, it is necessary for the 
teacher to point out details in the text. For example, the teacher could ask 
which receiver a certain detail in the text would indicate (task 1) or whether a 
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certain piece of information would help the receiver at the hotel find the T-
shirt (task 3). When details in the texts are pointed out to them, the students 
begin to compare texts or pieces of text, and the teacher scaffolds the 
comparisons with questions, keeping the intended aspects in focus. The 
teacher does not often interfere in the discussions but directs the students’ 
focus with questions for three purposes: (1) to direct the students’ attention 
towards the intended aspects, (2) to initiate the students’ explorations, and (3) 
to explore the students’ understandings of the object of learning. If aspects 
other than the one intended are in the foreground of the students’ awareness, 
it is more likely that the teacher can address them if the students express their 
understandings. 

7.2 Implications for teaching 

It can be discussed whether the results of the present study concern writing in 
general or L2 writing specifically. I would like to argue that the findings are 
relevant to writing instruction in general but suggest that they also motivate 
teaching writing in L2 English—and to inexperienced writers in particular. 
When the students use their previous knowledge to explore a writer’s choices 
in a specific case, they can expand their linguistic skills. Hence, the teaching 
situation is adapted to what can be described as the students’ proximal zone 
of development (Vygotsky, 1934/2010), the level just above the students’ 
own. In learning second and foreign languages, it is important to learn words 
and phrases as well as how they can be used in different situations. This may 
be even more important in the written mode, as the students have less input 
compared to spoken language (SNAE, 2012; Olsson, 2011; Sundquist, 2009). 
The analyses of the data show how the students differentiate and specify the 
language—for example, when they contrast the use of titles in Swedish and 
English in task 7 or note differences in how to address receivers in relation to 
different ages and degrees of personal closeness or familiarity. When the 
students explored different choices, they expanded their linguistic knowledge 
in relation to different contexts and situations, which is an argument for 
teaching writing in L2 English in addition to writing instruction in the mother 
tongue, Swedish.  
 
In the Swedish curriculum, the syllabi for the subjects of Swedish and English 
are similar with regard to the writing skills the students are expected to 
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develop. For example, the students are expected to be able to adapt a written 
text to different receivers and purposes in English as well as in Swedish. 
However, there is one exception. Whereas the development of knowledge of 
text type is emphasized in the syllabus for Swedish, the focus of the syllabus 
for English is on adapting a text to purpose, recipient and situation (SNAE, 
2018). The study exemplifies a teaching situation that expanded the students’ 
skills concerning how to address a receiver (tenor), how to adapt content to a 
receiver (field), and differences between written and spoken language (mode), 
which encompass what Halliday refers to as register (Halliday & Matthiesen, 
2014). Furthermore, it may be even more important for inexperienced writers 
to explore differences between oral and written communication.  
 
In relation to inexperienced writers, there is a need to find ways of teaching 
that enable and empower the students. Besides showing how aspects of a 
message for an unknown receiver can be made explicit, the present study 
shows an example of teaching that is designed to allow students to use their 
oral competency to develop their writing. Inexperienced writers need explicit 
teaching; moreover, the teaching needs to be adapted so they can use their 
strengths. Teaching and learning are not general but are always related to 
something, a specific content. In order to make teaching accessible (Ainscow, 
2000; Nilholm & Alm, 2010), there is therefore a need to develop subject-
specific research concerning specific contents. The present study gives an 
example of how writing instruction can be designed to benefit inexperienced 
writers, but the findings can also contribute to specific knowledge concerning 
the character of writing and writing instruction as such. Educational inclusion 
means making subject contents accessible, which requires knowledge about 
specific objects of learning in relation to all students. Focusing on oral 
competency (Föhrer & Magnusson, 2010; Miller Guron & Lundberg, 2000) 
must not mean that students with writing difficulties are deprived from writing 
situations. Rather, writing instruction must be designed in efficient ways, 
which requires further knowledge.   

7.3 Research rigor and trustworthiness 

Many factors affect any activity in school, which makes it a complex setting 
for research (Shavelson et al., 2003). However, research on the core activity, 
teaching and learning, needs to capture questions that are relevant for the 
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practice (Hiebert et al., 2002) and the results must be applicable in such an 
environment. Learning studies carried out in authentic settings together with 
teachers are likely to address relevant teaching problems within the limitations 
of the authentic setting of a classroom. In a learning study, research is tested 
in the classroom, and the findings can contribute to bridging the gap between 
research and practice, which Nuthall (2004), for example, has pointed out. In 
qualitative research such as the present study, concepts such as trustworthiness 
or rigor may be useful to assess the quality of the research (Newton & Burgess, 
2008). The research must be carried out in a rigorous way, and research 
procedures and findings must be described and communicated in such a way 
that the reader can assess the trustworthiness.  

7.3.1 Generalization 

The results of a case study can expound a theory with examples that contribute 
to a more differentiated larger picture (Carlgren, 2012; Stiles, 2009). This 
level of specification is not possible unless the object of learning is limited, 
which is why the study of a specific case is a strength and not a weakness. 
Even though the findings of the present study are specific, detailed, and 
contextual, there are certain results that can be generalized beyond the limits 
of the specific context. 
 
The results are generalizable through what Larsson (2009) calls generalization 
through recognition of patterns. They can be understood as a theoretical 
description (Larsson, 2009; Runesson Kempe, 2019) of the principles of a 
specific case of writing instruction. The findings of the present study describe 
what the knowledge of adapting a text for a receiver consists of, which is 
specific for the case. However, the knowledge is general in terms of how a 
piece of writing can be deconstructed into its constitutive aspects and how 
those aspects can be taught separately yet within the context of a whole. This 
knowledge is likely to be general to the teaching of other kinds of writing, 
although the knowledge has to be adapted to other contexts, and the degree to 
which these findings can be generalized to other contexts involves the reader’s 
interpretation.  
 
Even though all the aspects that were found to be critical for this group may 
not be critical for other groups of students who may have already discerned 
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the aspects, the findings contribute to a deeper understanding of explicit 
teaching of how to adapt a text to a receiver, which can be used in first- and 
second-language writing instruction. 

7.3.2 Replicability and transferability 

Replicability is a criterion which is advocated by Bouwer and De Smedt 
(2018) for intervention studies on writing instruction. However, even though 
the procedure and results of the present study are described in detail, the 
present study does not aim to achieve replicability in terms of specific tasks. 
It is the principles behind the design of the tasks that are transferable to other 
contexts. The results of learning studies can be transferred and adapted to 
other contexts. For example, critical aspects found in one study can be used as 
resources to further study an object of learning in other studies, even across 
cultures (Kullberg, 2012; Runesson & Gustafsson, 2012). Analyses of the 
findings thus show how a text can be deconstructed into its constitutive parts, 
the critical aspects. These principles of how to deconstruct a piece of writing 
and how the aspects relate to each other can be transferred and adapted to other 
contexts. 

7.3.3 Validity 

Validity in qualitative research concerns questions of whether the results can 
be regarded as valid or not. In the present study, the concepts of outcome and 
process validity suggested by Newton and Burgess (2008) can be discussed. 
Outcome validity concerns the extent to which the outcome of the research 
matches the intended purposes (Newton & Burgess, 2008). The aim was to 
develop knowledge of Swedish students’ writing in English and how the 
teaching of a specific kind of writing can be designed and enacted. Outcome 
validity can therefore be claimed for the present study, as the results match the 
aim.  
 
Process validity regards the efficacy of the research approach in addressing 
the research problems (Newton & Burgess, 2008). Iteration is important to 
ensure the quality of the results of practice-based research (Van den Akker, 
1999; Carlgren, 2012). In a learning study, teachers’ experience and craft 
knowledge can be used as a resource for research if it is handled in a way that 
it can be accumulated, verified, and improved (Hiebert et al., 2002; Newton 
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& Burgess, 2008). The knowledge produced in the present study is verified 
and improved in the iterative process of the learning study and can contribute 
to an accumulated knowledge of writing instruction. The interventions are 
based on earlier research, in addition to the teachers’ experiences and craft 
knowledge. The lesson design is a reciprocal interaction between theoretical 
and practical knowledge, where theory is used to inform practice, and practice 
is used to theorize the practice, in a process where a theory beyond the 
teaching–learning situation can be formulated (Stiles, 2009). In the iterative 
process, successful as well as unsuccessful patterns of variation contribute to 
the knowledge of how the object of learning can be deconstructed into its 
critical aspects and how those aspects can be made discernible through 
teaching. 
 
Shavelson et al. (2003) discuss whether the knowledge claims in design 
research can be warranted when there are so many variables that affect the 
results. Many factors affect any activity in school, which makes it a complex 
setting for research. The present study does not take into consideration all 
factors that may influence learning; rather, it focuses on the character of a 
limited piece of writing and the specific qualities involved in the knowledge 
concerned. Factors such as students’ motivation and the teachers’ 
performance are likely to affect the activity, but the character of the object of 
learning is the same. There are no claims that the total complexity of the 
teaching situation has been covered; rather, the knowledge claims are limited 
to the content knowledge.  
 
When teachers and researchers participate in a common research project, there 
are issues that need to be discussed. The fact that the learning study, as most 
learning studies, was carried out in the school where the researcher works 
needs to be problematized. There are several advantages of carrying out 
research in one’s own school. The learning study arrangement enables 
teachers to study a teaching problem in depth, to reflect on the present practice 
using research to better understand the problem. Furthermore, being familiar 
with the setting and the culture of the school is an advantage. It facilitates the 
practical arrangements that may otherwise be complicated in a school. 
However, the ethical question of anonymity is problematic. Because it is 
impossible to anonymize the school, the present study has undergone and 
passed an ethical evaluation. In the present study, the students can be seen as 
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active participants in the exploration of a specific object of learning that will 
contribute to possibilities to develop teaching and learning. The gains can 
therefore be assumed to outweigh any potential harm.  
 
Furthermore, it is important to establish the roles in order to ensure the quality 
of the data production in collaborative research (Adamson & Walker, 2011). 
The researcher has a responsibility to maintain a critical eye and to theorize 
and categorize explanations beyond the specific examples (Stiles, 2009). My 
role as a researcher included responsibility for research rigor, including 
methodology, for systematic analyses, for ethical issues, and to make the 
findings communicable to others.   

7.3.4 Critical reflections 

It could be discussed whether there are other ways to explain the results or 
whether it is possible to interpret the data in other ways. Even though the data 
were discussed in the learning study group as well as with other researchers, 
it is possible that alternative interpretations could have been made. The 
transcribed lessons were used as data of the present study. It is not possible to 
determine whether the students’ utterances are signs of learning in the specific 
instances or if they had already discerned an aspect. However, it is likely that 
the critical aspects described in the present study are something that needs to 
be discerned in order to develop the skills to adapt a text to a receiver. 
Furthermore, it is impossible to incorporate everything in such a large amount 
of data, and another researcher could have chosen other instances to focus on 
or other ways to structure the understanding of the data. In order to assure 
rigorous analysis, the data was reread many times to create distance to and 
maintain a critical eye on the data. The re-readings had different foci, and the 
interpretations were tested in further re-readings of the data to verify the 
findings. The analysis was discussed and read by the teachers and other 
researchers.  
 
Variation theory is chosen for the present study because of its focus on the 
object of learning. It would have been possible to analyze the data with other 
theoretical tools, such as different sociocultural theories (Hyland, 2011); 
however, other theoretical approaches would not have made it possible to 
study teaching and learning of a certain content, which was the aim of the 
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present study. Variation theory provides the possibility to study what is made 
possible to learn. The fact that the same theory was used in the design of the 
research lessons and in the analysis can be discussed, and it can be questioned 
whether it is obvious that we will find what we are looking for when we use 
the same theory for design and analysis. However, the analysis shows that the 
intended, enacted, and lived objects of learning differed. Even though the tasks 
were designed to make certain aspects possible to discern, the analysis shows 
that what was intended to be discernible did not always coincide with what 
was possible to learn when the designs were enacted. Although tasks were 
designed to open up certain aspects as dimensions of variation (what was 
intended to be learned), the analysis of what varied and what was invariant 
sometimes showed that other things than what was intended were made 
foreground (what was possible to learn) or that the students did not discern the 
aspects when they were varied in certain ways (what the students learned). 
The analysis shows that when variation theory is applied to study what varies 
during the enactment of lessons, it is possible to analyze what is possible to 
learn, which can be correlated to signs of students’ learning. The fact that 
teaching and learning can be studied in commensurable terms is therefore a 
strength of the chosen theory (Runesson Kempe, 2019).  
 
Furthermore, the use of variation theory and the focus on the critical aspects 
create a distance to the participating teachers and students and direct focus to 
the teaching and learning of the specific object of learning that is studied. It 
could be seen as a disadvantage that I taught the research lessons, mainly due 
to the fact that it can be difficult to keep the analytical distance when analyzing 
one's own teaching. However, the lesson designs were planned collaboratively 
by the research team and analyzed by the research team between the cycles. 
The focus of the analyses between the cycles and of the in-depth analysis after 
the learning study is the content of teaching and learning, rather than the 
teacher or the students as individual agents.  
 
Moreover, to what degree the participants of the present study had the 
linguistic skills required for the specific writing could be discussed. The data 
indicates that they did, but even if the students had certain limitations in 
lexico-grammatical resources, the findings show that they changed their ways 
of seeing the text when they discerned the intended aspects. It is possible that 
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lexico-grammar develops in a synergetic effect, which is, however, not proved 
in the present study. 
 
Another question that can be discussed is whether results of the study concern 
reading rather than writing, since the students do not write during the research 
lessons except in the pre- and post-assessments, which are not included in the 
data of the present study. However, in order to adapt a text to a receiver, a 
writer must make choices that entail an analysis of different manners of 
expression in relation to purpose and context. The principles of these choices 
are the focus of the present study, and the results show that the principles of 
these choices in the specific case can be made teachable. Whether students’ 
writings change remains to be studied further.   

7.5 Further research  

The present study is limited to a specific kind of writing. The critical aspects 
found in the study can be used to further explore what it means to adapt a text 
to a receiver, and to specify the critical aspects. Furthermore, differences 
between experienced and inexperienced writers remain to be studied, and 
studies of different kinds of texts could both enrich and expand the results of 
the present study. The aspects of politeness and formality, especially, proved 
to be complex, even in such a delimited piece of writing as a message for a 
hotel. The aspects of courtesy and formality can be studied further as objects 
of learning by themselves, as the findings of the present study suggest that 
these aspects are confused in teaching, which correlates with the findings of 
Economidou-Kogetsidis (2015). 
 
Another area that could be further explored, which this study left aside, is 
spelling. Does a focus on spelling hinder the students' discernment of other 
aspects of writing? The pilot studies indicate that students diagnosed with 
dyslexia may need to experience spelling in a certain way. Further studies on 
which aspects students need to discern in order to experience spelling in a 
certain way, can contribute understanding about how spelling can be taught 
without becoming the focus of attention at the expense of communication. 
Furthermore, what students need to discern in order to develop skills regarding 
alternative tools for writing could be explored. Knowledge of spelling and 
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spelling programs is needed to develop writing instruction for students with 
dyslexia.  
 
The data of the present study indicate that some of the participants attributed 
problems with reading to the receiver, which affected their choices of writing. 
For example, some students assumed that the text should not be too long 
because it would be tiring for the reader at the hotel, and there would be a risk 
that the reader would choose not to read the message at all if it was too long. 
Another of the students’ perceptions of the reader was that the reader would 
read the message only once and then rely on his or her memory, which would 
be difficult if the message was too long. The expectations about the reader 
seemed to be taken for granted and include assumptions that affect writing, 
and these might need to be studied further.  
 
Lastly, the changed habits of communication in terms of texting and chatting 
to friends and family may affect the attitudes and perceptions of the 
conventions regarding spoken and written language. The data indicate that the 
students perceived differences between formal and informal situations in 
spoken as well as in written communication. As the habits of reading and 
writing change in society, school has to address the emerging needs and 
challenges that students meet. The present study emphasizes the importance 
of deconstructing a text into teachable units, the critical aspects. When a text 
is deconstructed, the students’ experiences can be used as resources for 
learning.   
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Svensk sammanfattning 

Att urskilja mottagaren. En learning study med skriv-
ovana elever i åldrarna 14-16 år 
 
I denna studie undersöks vad elever behöver urskilja för att kunna anpassa ett 
meddelande till en okänd mottagare och hur detta kan göras urskiljbart i 
undervisning för att utveckla kunskap kring hur undervisning kan utförmas 
för att utveckla elevers skrivförmåga på engelska.  
  
Även om svenska elevers språkliga nivå i engelska är relativt hög, så är 
resultaten för skrivande lägre jämfört med färdigheter i läs- och hörförståelse, 
som testats i European Survey on Language competences, ESLC (European 
Comission, 2012; Skolverket, 2012). Skillnaden i resultat mellan olika skolor 
och klasser är också större gällande skrivförmåga än läs- och hörförståelse 
(Skolinspektionen, 2011; Skolverket, 2012). Forskning kring 
skrivundervisning är därför viktig för att utveckla elevers skrivande på 
engelska, samt för att skapa likvärdighet i elevers möjligheter att utveckla 
skrivfärdigheter.   
 
Skrivande på engelska bygger på språkkunskaper i engelska och kan utnyttja 
den skrivförmåga eleven har i modersmålet (Cummins, 1979). Skrivande på 
ett andra eller ett främmande språk är mer kognitivt och sociokulturellt 
utmanande och eleven behöver utveckla kunskaper som är specifika för 
målspråket (Cummins 1979; Gumperz & Cook-Gumperz, 2007; Hyland, 
2011). Deltagarna i denna studie har dyslexi och även om studier visar att 
skrivande på engelska kan vara svårt för elever med dyslexi (Föhrer & 
Magnusson, 2010; Miller Guron & Lundberg, 2000), så finns det svenska 
elever med dyslexi som skriver bättre på engelska än på svenska (Miller Guron 
& Lundberg, 2000), vilket visar på vikten av att vidare undersöka hur 
skrivundervisning på engelska kan utformas och vad den behöver innehålla.  
 
Föreliggande studie fokuserar på en avgränsad del av skrivandet, mottagaren. 
Tidigare forskning visar att elever utvecklar sitt  skrivande när de urskiljer 
mottagaren (Berggren, 2013; Duràn, 2017; Hodgson-Drysdale, 2016; 
Thorsten, 2018). Dessutom behöver eleverna urskilja relationen mellan text 
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och mottagare för att kunna anpassa en text till en mottagare (Hodgson-
Drysdale, 2016; Thorsten, 2018). 
 
Syfte och forskningsfråga 
Syftet med föreliggande studie är att undersöka vad elever behöver urskilja 
för att utveckla förmågan att anpassa en text till en mottagare i ett specifikt 
fall, ett meddelande till ett hotell, samt hur detta ska göras urskiljbart i 
undervisning. Denna kunskap antas kunna bidra till att utveckla undervisning 
i skrivande på engelska för elever med skrivsvårigheter. Learning study har 
använts som metodologiskt arrangemang för att besvara forskningsfrågan.  
 
Forskningsfråga:  
Hur kan aspekter av text och mottagare  varieras och utforskas av lärare och 
elever gemensamt för att utöka elevernas förmåga att anpassa ett meddelande 
till en okänd mottagare? 
 
Teoretiskt ramverk 
Det teoretiska ramverket för studien är variationsteori. Variationsteori har 
använts i design av lektioner och uppgifter samt i analys av data, både mellan 
cyklerna i learning studyn och i den fördjupade analysen efter att learning 
studyn avslutats. Variationsteori är en teori om lärande som grundar sig i 
antagandet att lärande innebär urskiljande, och att nya saker urskiljs om de 
varierar mot en invariant bakgrund (Marton, 2015). Detta innebär, i en 
undervisningssituation, att lärare måste ta reda på vilka aspekter av ett 
lärandeobjekt som eleverna ännu inte har urskilt men behöver urskilja, de 
kritiska aspekterna. För att få kunskap om vilka aspekter som är kritiska för 
att utveckla ett kunnande behöver elevernas uppfattningar om lärandeobjektet 
undersökas (Marton, 2015). För att elever ska urskilja de aspekter som är 
kritiska för dem, behöver aspekterna öppnas som dimensioner av variation 
(Marton et al., 2004; Tsui, 2004), det vill säga att minst två värden av aspekten 
varierar mot en invariant bakgrund, så att den blir urskiljbar för eleverna. Om 
man till exempel vill att eleverna ska urskilja innebörden av begreppet 
mottagare för en skriven text, så varieras två mottagare mot bakgrund av ett 
invariant budskap. I och med att två meddelanden till två mottagare varierar 
mot bakgrunden av ett invariant övergripande budskap och innehåll görs 
begreppet mottagare möjlig att urskilja för eleverna. 
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Metod 
Learning study har valts som arrangemang för att producera data för studien. 
I en learning study arbetar ett lärarlag kollaborativt för att formulera hypoteser 
kring vilka aspekter eleverna behöver urskilja utifrån tidigare forskning samt 
deltagande lärares praktiska yrkeserfarenhet (Cheng & Lo, 2013; Pang & 
Marton, 2006). Lektioner designas utifrån dessa hypoteser. Huruvida 
apsekterna är kritiska och hur de kan göras urskiljbara i undervisningen testas 
och vidareutvecklas iterativt i en serie undervisningscykler (Cheng & Lo, 
2013). Varje undervisningscykel består av planering, för-test, genomförande 
av forskningslektioner samt efter-test och mellan varje cykel analyseras 
lärandeobjektet (Cheng & Lo, 2013; Pang & Marton, 2006).  
 
Genomförande 
Learning studyn har genomförts på Ängkärrskolan, som är en skola för elever 
med dyslexi och neuropsykiatriska funktionsnedsättningar, av en grupp 
engelsklärare som arbetar på skolan. Eftersom skolan var svår att anonymisera 
har namnet skrivits ut, vilket elever och vårdnadshavare har informerats om 
och gett samtycke till i tillägg till Vetenskapsrådets etiska regler. Studien har 
av den anledningen också genomgått etisk prövning. De 34 deltagande 
eleverna, i åldrarna 14-16 år, har dyslexi, men benämns i studien som skriv-
ovana eftersom skrivfärdighet ses som en effekt av erfarenhet och vana. Fem 
undervisningscykler med fem olika grupper har genomförts. Eleverna skrev 
ett kort meddelande som för-test innan varje cykel. En eller flera 
forskningslektioner designades av lärarlaget utifrån analyser av för-testet samt 
tidigare forskning och lärarnas yrkeserfarenhet. Lektionerna filmades och alla 
gruppdiskussioner spelades in separat, så allt varje individ sa kunde 
dokumenteras. Filmer och ljudinspelningar analyserades mellan cyklerna. 
Efter cykel 4 gjordes en fördjupad analys av för- och efter-tester som 
resulterade i cykel 5. Efter att learning stydyn avslutats gjordes en fördjupad 
analys av lektionsdata. Transkriptioner från forskningslektionerna har använts 
som data i föreliggande studie. 
 
Resultat 
Studiens resultat svarar på forskningsfrågan om hur aspekter av text och 
mottagare  kan varieras och utforskas i undervisningen för att öka elevernas 
förmåga att anpassa ett meddelande till en okänd mottagare.  
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Genom att kontrastera ett meddelande till ett hotell (eller delar av 
meddelandet) med ett meddelande med samma innehåll men till en vän eller 
en släkting som är kvar på samma hotell, kunde aspekter av anpassning till 
mottagare göras urskiljbara. Genom att dekonstruera den korta texten i olika 
exempel där varje kritisk aspekt fokuserades separat, kunde aspekter av text, 
det vill säga mängd av information, artighet och formalitet hanteras separat 
och därmed göras explicita och urskiljningsbara för eleverna. 
 
Analysen visar att det inte är självklart att eleverna urskiljer vad begreppet 
mottagare, som är den övergripande aspekten, innebär. När eleverna hade 
getts möjlighet att urskilja mottagaren explicit, använde de mottagaren som 
organiserande princip för att pröva olika sätt att formulera innehållet i 
textexemplen. Eftersom en skriven text är resultatet av de val skribenten gör, 
måste en uppgifter som innehålla aspekter bortom texten för att elever ska 
urskilja relationen mellan text och mottagare. Texten i sig var därmed inte 
tillräcklig och uppgifterna behövde utöver textexemplet även innehålla en 
fråga som gav eleverna möjlighet att utforska relationerna mellan texten och 
den organiserande principen, mottagaren.  
 
Trots att meddelandena som användes som exempeltexter var väldigt korta, 
var det många aspekter som som varierade simultant och det var svårt att 
utforma uppgifter som isolerade aspekterna. Uppgifter utformades därför för 
att varje aspekt som eleverna behövde urskilja skulle göras till förgrund i 
separata exempel, medan övriga aspekter utgjorde bakgrund genom att hållas 
invarianta. Läraren hade här en viktig roll att rikta fokus mot den aspekt som 
var avsedd att urskilja.  
 
Resultatet visar att uppgifternas ordning var viktig. Eleverna behöver först 
urskilja den organiserande principen och sedan aspekter av text, från helhet 
till delar. Medan aspekter på makronivå, som till exempel mängd av 
information och övergripande artighet, kunde göras urskiljbara när hela 
meddelanden kontrasterades, behövde aspekter på mikronivå, som till 
exempel val av modalt verb, kontrasteras mot en invariant mening eller mindre 
textstycke.  
 
Utöver ordningen i vilken de kritiska aspekterna gjordes urskiljbara visade 
analysen att uppgifterna behövde knyta an till helheten, meddelandet till 
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hotellet, som utgjorde en ram för utforskandet av delarna i exemplet. När 
uppgifter inte relaterade till det givna exemplet, som i en övning där 
hälsningsfraser till olika mottagare jämfördes, relaterade eleverna till olika 
situationer och till både muntlig och skriftlig kommunikation. Det ledde till 
att för många aspekter varierade simultant och det blev svårt för eleverna att 
urskilja de avsedda aspekterna. Att göra aspekterna urskiljbara genom att 
separera dem från helheten såväl som att relatera varje separat aspekt till en 
specifik helhet som en sammanhållande ram visade sig därför viktigt.  
 
Diskussion 
Studien bidrar med kunskap om hur en text kan dekonstrueras i sina 
beståndsdelar, de kritiska aspekterna, och hur de kritiska aspekterna kan göras 
urskiljbara i undervisning. När de kritiska aspekterna görs urskiljbara i en viss 
ordning och med en tydlig relation mellan helheten och delarna samt med 
fokus på den aspekt som ska vara i förgrunden, kan eleverna utforska och 
utöka sitt språkliga register i relation till det specifika exemplet, vilket kan 
bidra till ett utökat register generellt. Studiens resultat kan också komplettera 
annan skrivforskning som till exempel feedback studier och genre pedagogik.  
 
Resultatet bekräftar och kompletterar tidigare studier kring betydelsen av att 
göra mottagaren samt relationen mellan mottagare och text urskiljbara 
(Berggren, 2013; Duràn, 2017; Hodgson-Drysdale, 2016; Thorsten, 2018). 
Resultaten visar vidare att det inte kan tas för givet att elever kan urskilja 
mottagare och aspekter av text samtidigt. Om fokus riktas mot texten, och 
delar av texten, är det möjligt att elever uppfattar att de ska lära in texten eller 
delar av den utan att de urskiljer den underliggande principen vilken 
egentligen är avsikten att de ska urskilja. Att göra mottagaren explicit i 
undervisningen kan därför ge samtliga elever en gemensam grund för att 
utforska relationen mellan text och mottagare.  
 
Studien visar att användandet av två exempeltexter gav eleverna möjlighet 
självständigt urskilja skillnader mellan texter till olika mottagare. Dessa 
resultat kan jämföras med användande av modelltexter inom 
genrepedagogiken (Martin, 2009; Rose, 2008). Genom att jämföra två texter 
där de aspekter som eleverna förväntas urskilja varierar mot en invariant 
bakgrund, kan eleverna tränas i att jämföra och urskilja särdrag i texter 
självständigt. Dessa resultat kan komplettera genrepedagogiken.  
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Studiens resultat kan också ge en möjlig bidragande förståelse för vad som 
ges möjlighet att urskilja när elever jämför två texter. Att vissa textdrag är 
möjliga att urskilja när två texter jämförs, medan andra behöver kontrasteras 
mot enstaka invarianta fraser eller mindre textstycken kan belysa och 
komplettera feedbackforskning. Föreliggande studies resultat 
överensstämmer med Berggrens resultat (2013) som visar att eleverna efter 
feedbackuppgifter i högre grad gör ändringar på makro-nivå än på mikronivå. 
Resultaten kan också ge en möjlig bidragande förklaring till varför elever 
tycks gynnas mer av att ge än att få feedback (Lundström & Baker, 2009), 
eftersom elever som ger feedback jämför två texter och har möjlighet att dra 
nytta av variationen, medan elever som får feedback på den egna texten bara 
får kommentarer och inte har möjlighet att uppleva variation.  
 
Sammanfattningsvis, undersöks i studien ett begränsat exempel av skrivande, 
vilket kan ses som en teoretisk beskrivning av hur en text kan dekonstrueras 
för att göra de aspekter elever behöver urskilja explicita och urskiljbara. 
Denna kunskap kan antas vara generell även för andra sorters skrivande, men 
måste anpassas till andra sammanhang och grupper. Trots att aspekterna som 
var kritiska för eleverna i denna studie kanske inte är kritiska för andra 
elevgrupper, kan studiens resultat bidra till en djupare förståelse för hur 
undervisning av mottagaranpassning kan göras explicit, viket kan användas i 
skrivundervisning i både första och andraspråk.  
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Appendices 

1 Letter of information to participating students and 
their guardians 

Information om forskningsstudien - 
Att lära elever med dyslexi att skriva på engelska 
 
För att alla elever ska få samma möjligheter i skolan behövs det kunskap om 
vilka olika behov elever har. Idag finns det inte så mycket forskning kring 
engelskundervisning och dyslexi, trots att många elever med dyslexi upplever 
just engelskan som det svåraste ämnet. Forskning kring detta skulle kunna 
bidra till att utveckla engelskundervisningen för elever med dyslexi.  

Jag arbetar som specialpedagog på Ängkärrskolan och går nu en 
forskarutbildning på halvtid. Min forskning kommer att handla om just 
engelskundervisning och dyslexi. Syftet med studien är att få ökad kunskap 
om vad elever behöver få syn på för att utveckla sitt skrivande på engelska, 
och hur lärare kan undervisa för att eleverna ska lära sig detta. Studien 
kommer att genomföras på Ängkärrskolan av en grupp engelsklärare 
tillsammans med mig. 

Om studien 

Studien består av: 

1) Intervjuer – Elever intervjuas enskilt för att undersöka vad som kan vara 
svårt och vilka specifika saker man måste lära sig för att utveckla förmågan 
att skriva på engelska. 

2) Forskningslektioner – Utifrån vad som kommit fram i intervjuerna 
kommer olika sätt att undervisa prövas i en serie lektioner, för att vidare 
undersöka vad som är svårt med att skriva på engelska och hur man kan 
förbättra undervisningen så att eleverna lär sig.   

Forskningslektionerna kommer att planeras, genomföras och analyseras av 
engelsklärarna på skolan. Innan och efter varje lektion kommer eleverna få en 
kort skrivuppgift samt några frågor för att vi ska kunna undersöka vad 
eleverna har lärt sig under forskningslektionerna. För att få information om 
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vilka val eleven gör under skrivandet kommer de att skriva en kort text i ett 
dataprogram, key stroke logging, som registrerar alla knapptryckningar och 
dokumenterar hela skrivprocessen 

Det samlade materialet kommer att bestå av inspelade och nedskrivna 
intervjuer, key stroke loggar, elevernas texter samt filmer och ljudinspelningar 
från lektioner. Materialet kommer att förvaras i låst skåp som endast jag har 
tillgång till samt på en server på Högskolan i Jönköping, som jag och min 
handledare har tillgång till. Det kodade materialet kommer att analyseras, dels 
av lärargruppen som deltar i projektet, dels av forskargruppen på Högskolan i 
Jönköping.  

 
Tillstånd för att delta i studien 

All forskning måste följa vissa etiska regler. En sådan är att alla elever och 
föräldrar till elever som deltar i studien måste ge sitt godkännande. En annan 
regel säger att alla som deltar i en studie ska vara anonyma. Därför kommer 
allt material att anonymiseras, d.v.s. inga personer ska kunna gå att 
identifiera. Vanligtvis brukar man inte heller skriva namnet på den 
deltagande skolan. I den här studien blir det emellertid svårt, eftersom 
Ängkärrskolan är Sveriges enda skola för elever med dyslexi. Därför kommer 
skolans namn att skrivas ut. Både elever och föräldrar behöver ge samtycke 
för att eleven ska få delta i studien. Eleven kan när som helst välja att avbryta 
sin medverkan.  

Förhoppningen är att projektet kommer att bidra med kunskap om 
undervisning för elever med dyslexi. Resultatet kan bidra till att vi får veta 
mera om vad som är viktigt att ta hänsyn till och lyfta fram i undervisning av 
skrivande på engelska, därför är det viktigt att så många som möjligt vill delta 
och jag hoppas att du vill det.  

 

 

Med vänlig hälsning 

 

Britta Larsson Lindberg 
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För frågor eller synpunkter går jag att nå på följande nummer och 
mailadress: 

Britta Larsson Lindberg,  

Vetenskaplig ledare är professor Ulla Runesson Kempe, Högskolan i 
Jönköping 
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2 Original excerpts in Swedish. 

 
Excerpt 1. From the research lesson of cycle 4. Student 52 (S52) and Student 
58 (S58) 

[1] T:Vem är det där till? Och vem är det där till? (Läraren pekar på de 
[2] två meddelandena på skärmen). Och varför? Vad är det som gör...  
[3] Vad är det i det här (pekar på meddelande) som gör att man ser att  
[4] det är till någon speciell? Och vad i det här är det som gör att man  
[5] ser att till någon speciell (pekar på det andra meddelandet).  
[6] Fattar ni? 
[7] S52: Det är till typ samma person. 
[8] S58: Ja. 

 
Excerpt 2. Continued discussion from cycle 4. Student 52 (S52) and Student 
58 (S58) 
 

[26] S52:Det jag tänkte på är att de säger... inte ... var man bor.  
[27] De sa inte adressen... och då antar man ju att man känner den här  
[28] personen. Så att de bara... "du vet var jag bor, så 
[29] det behöver inte jag skriva". 

 
Excerpt 3.  Continued discussion from cycle 4. Student 52 (S52), Teacher 
(T) and Student 58 (S58) 
 

[30] S58: Sedan står det ju "du vet...min favorit", typ... 
[31] T: Så då tänker man... 
[32] S58: ... att det är en kompis eller nåt, som man har glömt en  
[33] T-shirt hos.  

 
Excerpt 4. From the first research lesson of cycle 5. Student 67 (S67), 
Student 62 (S62), Student 69 (S69) and Student 60 (S60).  
 

[1] S67: Han beskriver ju allting. Han beskriver ju hur den  
[2] ser ut också. I den första beskriver han inte... 
[3] S62: Nej, det är typ som man skriver till en kompis... 
[4] S69: Nej, exactly.  
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[5]S62:... som är fortfarande kvar på hotellet... som kommer  
     åka hem sen.  
[6] S69: You know what my favourite T-shirt is... I hope.  
[7] My favourite T-shirt is... 
[8] S60: Det enda han säger till sin vän är att den är blå... 

 
Excerpt 5. From whole class discussion in the first research lesson of cycle 
3.  
 

S43: /.../ This is like "go to the reception and ask for me!" like it's a 
friend. So I believe the first one is a friend. And in the second one she  
is more polite too.  

 
Excerpt 6. From a group discussion in the first research lesson of cycle 5. 
Student 64 (S64) and Student 77 (S77).   
 

[1] S64: Och sen i slutet på den där andra så säger de "best regards,  
[2] Anna Anderson". Det säger man inte direkt till ... sin... 
[3] så här...   kompis.  
[4] S77: Ja, och i den andra bara "Tack!" (överdrivet korthugget) 
[5] S64: Ja, liksom "best regards, Anna Anderson"  
[6] (eleven talar överdrivet tillgjort med högre tonläge).  

 
Excerpt 7. From a group discussion in the first research lesson of cycle 5. 
Student 75 (S75), Student 73 (S73) and Student 71 (S71).   

 
[1] T: E75 säger till exempel att det till höger är mer som ett brev.  
[2] S75: Mm, det är liksom mer strukturellt, liksom.... 
[3] S73: Tar du bort "Hi" där uppe, så skulle jag säga att den  vänstra 
[4] är mer som... en snap. 
[5] S71: Ja, exakt, lite mer som ett meddelande... 
[6] S73: Den högra som ett mail... "dear" och sen "vänliga hälsningar". 
[7] S71: Och den vänstra känns mer som ... som om man skulle kunna  
[8] skicka ett meddelande hem till en kompis. Den andra känns som lite 
[9] mer ... den är lite mer ordnad, liksom fixad för att det ska vara till  
     ett hotell.  

 
Excerpt 8. Continued whole class discussion from cycle 1. 
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[1] T: De vet inte vilken det är, nej. Okej...  Något annat som ni  
[2] tänker över den första? 
[3] S22: Alltså efternamn... de glömde skriva det. 

 
Excerpt 9. From a group discussion in the first lesson of cycle 5.  
 

[1] S69: Det finns nog ganska många T-shirtar i världen.... beskriva  
[2] tröjan, vart den ligger och var personen bor.... fast  
[3] den kanske inte vet var den ligger.  
[4] S62: Och... vilket hotellrum.  
[5] S69: Ja, exakt.  
[6] S62: ... vilken våning... 
 

Excerpt 10. From a group discussion in the first lesson of cycle 5.  

[1] S65: Är du säker på att man behöver det? Efternamn? 
[2] S79: Ja... 
[3] S65: Ja, kanske det... 
[4] S79: för det finns ju nog miljoner... som har bott på hotellet... 

 
Excerpt 11. From a group discussion in lesson 2 of cycle 5.  
 

[1] S66: Hur säger man "Ge hit min T-shirt", fast schystare? 
[2] S65: "Send me my T-shirt!". 
[3] S66: "Please send me my T-shirt"... 
[4] S79: ...Måste man göra så här jätteartigt, eller?... 
[5] S65: Eh... 
[6] S79: "I would appreciate if you send my T-shirt"…Ska man skriva  
[7] något ... mer polite, eller? "I would appreciate for you to send 
[8] my T-shirt back" 
[9] S66: "I would appreciate if you could please send my T-shirt back" 

 
Excerpt 12. From a group discussion in lesson 2 of cycle 5.  
 

[1] S75: Please, can you send my shirt. It's my favorite shirt. I want it  
[2] so bad.  
[3] S73: I would like to have it only in like three week because it's nice  
[4] to have it very, very, very, very nice to have it on me. It's a very  
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[5] good-looking T-shirt and I like...  
[6] T3: nåt artigare då? 
[7] S73: I would like .... eh... you to send my... T-shirt to me, because...  
[8] it's my favourite T-shirt.  
[9] /…/ 
[10] T3: Would you send my T-shirt? 

 
Excerpt 13. From whole class discussion in lesson 2 of cycle 5.  
 

[24] S75:/…/ Vi hade fortfarande "can" vi ... bytte aldrig ut "can", men  
[25] vi kan ta... hon sa en bra, eh... jag kommer inte ihåg vad hon sa.  
[26] Hon sa någonting i alla fall. Jag kommer inte ihåg. 

 
Excerpt 14. From whole class discussion in lesson 2 of cycle 5.  
 

[1] T: Nej... ‘Do you think you can send my T-shirt?’ är det artigare än  
[2] ‘Can you send my T-shirt?’?  
[3] S73: Jo, det är artigare. 
[4] S64:’ Tror du att du kan sända min T-shirt?’, ‘Har du  
[5] möjlighet till det?’ liksom. 
[6] T: ‘Har du möjlighet?’ Då lägger man in ytterligare lite så här  
[7] ‘Skulle ni kunna tänka er... ‘ 
[8] S71: Typ så här ‘Is it possible if you can send my T-shirt back?’.  

 
Excerpt 15. From whole class discussion of cycle 5.  
 

[1] S71: Typ så hära "Excuse me, can you tell me when the next bus  
[2] leaves?".  
[3] T: Ännu trevligare, absolut. Är det någon som kan tänka ut ett  
      påstående då? 
[4] S69: Ja, eh... "the next bus leaves in 40 minutes".  

 
Excerpt 16. From whole class discussion in lesson 2 of cycle 5.  
 

[1] S79: Could you tell me when eh... I can catch the next one eh... 
[2] T2: Är det artigt? 
[3] S79: Ja, det är artigare än ifall du skulle prata med en kompis 
[4] så bara... "när kommer nästa?"... I stället för “could you please” 
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Excerpt 17. From whole class discussion in lesson 2 of cycle 5.  
 

[1] T: /.../ "Would you send my T-shirt?", vad betyder det? 
[2] S71: Skulle du... 
[3] T: "Skulle du kunna...". Precis och vad betyder "Could you send  
[4] my T-shirt?" 
[5] S75: Skulle du... eller det är should? 

 
Excerpt 18. From whole class discussion in lesson 2 of cycle 5.  
 

S64: ... "Could you tell me..." Så här "Kan du snälla..."  
 
Excerpt 19. Group discussion from cycle 5.  
 

[1] E66: Fast vem sjutton skulle skriva "Dear Mrs Jerkins", tänker jag? 
[2] S65: Eh... typ någon i Storbritannien... 
[3] S79: Typ farmor... mormor... 
[4] E66: Näe, skriver du "Dear Mrs..." 
[5] S79: "Hejhej mormor" (eleven förställer rösten och låter barnslig) 
[6] S65: Om man skriver till en granne då? 

 
Excerpt 20. Group discussion from cycle 5.  

 
[1] S77: "Thanks" kan du säga till vem som helst. 
[2] S64: Jag vet, men då säger man ...  
[3] S77: ... en kock som har gjort maten... då kan du säga "thanks". 
[4] S64: Jag vet men då säger man ofta "thankyou", för att man ska  
[5] vara lite mer liksom... formell, som vi använde förra lektionen.  
[6] S63: Nej, man säger "thanks". 
[7] S64: Nej, man säger "thankyou"... för att vara lite mer artig. 

 
Excerpt 21. Group discussion from cycle 5. 
 

[1] S66: Kände jag Steven Hawking? 
[2] S79: Ja, genom att kolla på en artikel om han. Ja... Steven  
[3] Hawing... känd person. 
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[4] S66: Då känner jag väl inte han..? 
 
Excerpt 22. Group discussion from cycle 5.  
 

[8] S66: Känner du dina grannar? 
[9] S79: Ja.  
[10] S66: Jag känner inte mina. Jag vet vad de heter, men jag känner  
[11] dem inte. Har aldrig träffat dem. 
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Discerning the Receiver

– A learning study with inexperienced writers aged 14-16

The overall aim of the present study is to develop knowledge of Swedish students’ writing 
in English, and how teaching of a specific kind of writing can be designed and enacted. The 
study focuses on what the students need to discern in order to develop a more differentiated 
knowledge of how to adapt a message to an unknown receiver—in this case a message for 
a person at a hotel. The research question addressed is how aspects of text and receiver 
can be varied and explored by teachers and students jointly in order to expand the students’ 
capability to adapt a text to an unknown receiver. The study is based on transcribed lesson 
data from a learning study, which is a research approach where teachers and researchers 
work together in an iterative process to understand and improve teaching and learning of 
a specific object of learning. The research question was explored in five cycles with five 
different groups. Thirty-four Swedish students, 14–16 years of age, from a special school 
for students with dyslexia and neuropsychiatric disorders, participated in the study. The 
theoretical framework of the study was variation theory. A basic assumption of variation 
theory is that, in order to develop a certain piece of knowledge, it is critical to discern some 
particular aspects of that knowledge. To enable the discernment of such aspects, they must 
be made discernible by means of variation. The results show that a short message, used as 
an example, needs to be deconstructed into its aspects. Once the students had discerned the 
concept of the receiver, they started to contrast ways to express the same content for known 
and unknown receivers. With the help of the concept of the receiver, the students explored 
the aspects amount of information, politeness, and formality together with the teachers. 
Each aspect needed to be focused on separately but within the framing whole of the specific 
context, that is, writing a message to a hotel. The findings also show that certain aspects 
on the macro- level were possible to discern when two texts were compared, whereas other 
aspects on the micro-level, such as modal verbs, had to be varied against the background of 
an invariant phrase in order for the students to discern them. 
writing instruction, writing, second language writing, dyslexia, inclusion 
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