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Abstract
This study explores various difficulties reported by Swedish as a second language students in grade nine, 
when they read textbook texts in civics. Accordingly, this study provides examples of difficulties with texts 
in civics, viewed from the students’ perspective. The method used is a combination of think-alouds and 
interviews. A four-field model is constructed and presented as the conceptual framework and analytical 
tool. This model has been a way of visualizing the complexity of difficulties with texts in civics. Findings 
show that all four components, a) literacy abilities, b) disciplinary literacy abilities, c) prior knowledge, 
and d) content area knowledge, illustrated in the four-field model, can be identified when students 
explain their difficulties with reading comprehension of texts in civics. Findings also indicate that the 
students’ different types of difficulties with texts in civics could be explained by an interplay between the 
four components.
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Introduction
In civics, reading texts in textbooks is one of the main resources for acquiring civics knowledge. 

Through reading and discussing the texts, students gain opportunities to develop their understanding 
about human rights and democratic processes, and to reflect on the values that characterize democratic 
societies. The intention is that students should receive support to improve their understanding about 
what it means to be an active and responsible citizen in a constantly changing society (Swedish National 
Agency of Education 2022). This means that opportunities for students to read and understand the 
content of texts in civics play a significant role in their civics learning.

According to statistics from the Swedish National Agency of Education (2021-2022), more than 26% 
of students in compulsory schools in Sweden are bilingual, with various linguistic and educational 
backgrounds.25  Different types of difficulties that second-language (L2) students meet in relation to 
texts in civics have still not been extensively researched. Results from a thematic literature review based 
on ten studies focusing on students’ civics learning indicate that although reading texts is central in 
civics, L2 students’ possible difficulties with reading comprehension of civics texts have not been 
specifically explored in the studies (Rinnemaa, in press). These results also suggest that L2 students’ 
perspectives on their difficulties with texts in civics do not receive significant attention in research. Thus, 
it can be argued that it is vital to include the perspectives of L2 students in research in order to gain a 
more comprehensive understanding of these difficulties. L2 students’ possible difficulties in civics 
classrooms were considered primarily from the civics teachers’ perspectives, based on the methods 
used in the studies (e.g., teacher interviews and classroom observations) (Myres & Zaman 2011, Dabach 

25 Bilingual students include those students who have acquired Swedish as their second language in addition to 
their first language(s). Swedish is the official language of society and school in Sweden.
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2014, 2015, Jaffee 2016, Dabach & Fones 2016, Gibson 2017, Di Stefano and Camicia 2018, Lai 2018, 
Dabach et al. 2018). Interviews with L2 students in addition to teacher interviews are used in only two 
studies (Di Stefano & Camicia 2018, Myres & Zaman 2011). 

From civics teachers’ perspectives, L2 students’ language proficiency and sufficient prior knowledge 
are highlighted as two prerequisites for successful reading comprehension of texts in civics (Myers & 
Zaman 2009, Deltac 2012). However, civics teachers often discuss L2 students’ language proficiency in 
relation to reading demands of texts in civics, and seldom in relation to L2 students’ possible language- 
and content-related difficulties with texts in civics. Based on the types of support provided by civics 
teachers in the ten studies, it can be concluded that the support mainly pertains to informing L2 
students about the form-focused aspects of texts, such as semantic, syntactic, lexical, and rhetorical 
structures and genres of texts in civics. This is criticized by disciplinary literacy researchers like Shanahan 
and Shanahan (2008) and Moje (2008), who argue that learning about the language and structure of 
texts needs to occur within the context of particular texts. Reading is, therefore, best practiced within 
discipline-specific texts to support both language development and knowledge acquisition. Additionally, 
civics teachers’ efforts to create opportunities for L2 students to bring various sources of knowledge to 
texts in civics, as a way to support their understanding, seem to suggest that other types of knowledge 
than learning about the form-focused aspects of texts are required for reading comprehension of texts 
in civics (Jaffee 2016, Di Stefano & Camicia 2018). The social, cultural, historical, and ideological contexts 
according to which the content of texts in civics is constructed need to be considered as well. Social 
context speaks of society’s norms, historical context allows an understanding of the time frame in which 
events take place, and cultural context provides information about a society’s way of life, including 
religion, traditions, customs, etc. (Dong 2017). Reading comprehension of texts in civics therefore 
requires L2 students’ understanding of these points of reference, which are embedded in texts.

Against this background, it can be concluded that knowledge about L2 students’ difficulties with 
reading comprehension of texts in civics is not one-dimensional. To gain a comprehensive understanding 
of L2 students’ difficulties with texts in civics, the language-related aspects of these texts should be 
explored by considering L2 students’ own prior experiences and perspectives, which can influence how 
they read, process, and understand texts in civics. With this in mind, the aim of this study is to explore 
what difficulties L2 students in grade nine, with various linguistic and educational backgrounds, report 
when they read textbook texts in civics. By highlighting L2 students’ perspectives, this study aims to 
create a greater understanding of the types of difficulties that L2 students face in relation to texts in 
civics. This knowledge is required to be able to scaffold students’ learning in classrooms where civics is 
taught. Thus, the research questions are: 

1) What difficulties emerge when L2 students read and talk about textbook texts in civics? 
2) How do L2 students explain the difficulties that they meet when reading textbook texts?

Previous research
To explore what kind of difficulties L2 students’ face when reading texts in civics, it is relevant to 

study what reading abilities are required. Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) argue that reading discipline-
specific texts, which textbook texts in civics are categorized as, requires that students develop three 
levels of literacy abilities, i.e., basic literacy, intermediate literacy, and disciplinary literacy. Basic literacy 
is defined as abilities such as “decoding and knowledge of high-frequency words that underlie virtually 
all reading tasks”, whereas intermediate literacy is described as literacy abilities “common to many 
tasks, including generic comprehension strategies, word meanings and basic fluency” (Shanahan & 
Shanahan 2008: 44). They also point out that disciplinary literacy is required when students move up to 
higher school grades (4-9) and meet more complex discipline-specific texts. The increased complexity of 
discipline-specific texts in social studies, including civics, is often discussed in relation to high levels of 
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abstraction, high degrees of lexical density, and discipline-specific language in texts (Hallesson et al. 
2018, Sandahl 2015). 

As explained previously, the form-focused aspects of texts in civics cannot alone account for the 
difficulties that L2 students meet in relation to theses texts. In her study, Olvegård (2014), by focusing 
on L2 students’ difficulties with reading comprehension of textbook texts in history, shows that the high 
frequency of discipline-specific words in history texts is one of the main obstacles to L2 high-school 
students’ understanding of the texts. Additionally, she observed that understanding discipline-specific 
concepts was dependent on the students’ understanding of the historical and cultural context in which 
these concepts were embedded. Similarly, Kulbrandstad (1998) shows that L2 students’ understanding 
of social studies texts is not merely dependent on the students’ understanding of words. In their study 
on L2 students’ understanding of disciplinary language of textbooks in civics, Walldén and Nygård 
Larsson (2022) show that the process of decontextualizing discipline-specific words in texts was less 
successful when L2 students tried to comprehend multiple abstract definitions of words, unrelated to 
the disciplinary content of texts. 

In light of previous research, it may be concluded that disciplinary literacy is required in addition to 
the other levels (basic and intermediate) to meet the reading demands of texts in civics. The interest in 
disciplinary literacy first grew in the USA as a result of the particular difficulties that students faced 
when reading discipline-specific texts within various school subjects (Bennet 2011). McConachie (2010) 
defines disciplinary literacy as “the use of reading, reasoning, investigating, speaking, and writing 
required to learn and form complex content knowledge appropriate to a particular discipline” (p. 16). 

Jaffee (2016) shows how texts in civics can be used to promote L2 students’ reading abilities and 
civics learning at the same time. Civics teachers in Jaffee’s study encouraged L2 students to ask 
questions like who, what, where, when why and how when discussing in what ways language could be 
used in their own texts to construct and communicate knowledge about civics themes like “what people 
do in democracy”. The L2 students were then encouraged to compare their texts with texts written by 
experts within the field (e.g., textbook texts) to gain a better understanding of the ways language was 
used by experts to communicate civics knowledge in their texts. Similarly, Myers and Zaman (2009) 
show that reading civic texts and thinking aloud about the language- and content-related characteristics 
that make them typical of civics supported L2 students’ reading comprehension of the texts. These 
researchers also report that the civics themes discussed in texts and L2 students’ prior knowledge in 
relation to these texts were a determining factor for the students’ reading comprehension, even if some 
parts of the texts were difficult for students to understand due to the high level of abstraction in them 
(Myers & Zaman 2009, see also Dabach & Fones 2016, Gibson 2017, Di Stefano & Camicia 2018). 

Regarding the role of L2 students’ prior knowledge for their civics learning, Dabach and Fones (2016) 
argue that in many cases it is difficult for civics teachers to view and evaluate L2 students’ prior 
knowledge, since this is also acquired and developed outside school settings. Likewise, Jaffee (2016) 
argues those L2 students’ prior knowledge matters, since L2 students, regardless of their linguistic and 
educational backgrounds, already possess civics knowledge and ideas, which might challenge the 
normative views that they encounter in texts in civics and/or in classroom discussions. In this case, it is 
important that civics teachers treat the discrepancies between L2 students’ views and the views 
presented in texts as a resource for meaningful civics learning (Jaffee 2016). 

One of the complexities with the term prior knowledge is that it contains various sources of 
knowledge, which could be considered useful for L2 students’ reading comprehension of texts in civics. 
L2 students’ language repertoires, as an integral part of the prior knowledge that is useful for their 
learning, have been repeatedly discussed in research (e.g., Cummins 2017, Gibbons 2016, Garcia & Wei 
2015). In their study, Di Stefano and Camicia (2018) show how translanguaging results in L2 students 
gaining an in-depth understanding of concepts such as human rights and citizenship by reading related 
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texts online, using both L1 and L2. On the other hand, L2 students’ previous civics knowledge and life 
experiences have been shown to be significant for their understanding of discipline-specific texts in 
civics (Gibson 2017). 

Having explained L2 students’ difficulties with texts in civics from various perspectives in this section, 
three conclusions can be drawn. Firstly, these difficulties are not merely language-related. Secondly, all 
three levels of reading abilities (basic, intermediate, and disciplinary) are required and need to be 
developed to allow students to better cope with the reading demands of discipline-specific texts in civics 
and thereby increase civics learning. Thirdly, L2 students’ prior knowledge plays a role in their reading 
comprehension of texts in civics and civics learning.  

The conceptual framework
The above review of previous research indicates that L2 students need to use different types of 

abilities and knowledge to read and understand texts in civics. In my research, I have categorized these 
abilities and knowledge into four key components: a) literacy abilities, b) disciplinary literacy abilities, c) 
prior knowledge, d) content-area knowledge. Literacy abilities refer to basic and intermediate reading 
abilities, using Shanahan and Shanahan’s (2008) definition given earlier. Disciplinary literacy abilities, in 
line with Moje’s (2015) definition, refer here to reading and interpretation of texts to learn and 
construct civics knowledge. Prior knowledge includes various sources of knowledge that L2 students 
bring to texts in civics to understand them, whereas content-area knowledge refers particularly to civics 
knowledge that is to be learned by reading and understanding of texts in civics. Each of these 
components or the combination of two of them (e.g., literacy abilities and prior knowledge) have been 
discussed earlier in research. However, what is notable is that the interplay between the four 
components a-d and the role that such an interplay would have in supporting L2 students’ reading 
comprehension and civics learning have not been studied before. The four-field model (Figure 1) is used 
as a conceptual framework here, with the aim of studying whether all four components a-d and their 
interplay with each other could be relevant to consider when studying different types of difficulties that 
L2 students encounter when reading texts in civics. The indicators a-d in this model do not designate any 
hierarchical order between the components and the two-headed arrows illustrate the interplay between 
them. The model is also used as the analytical tool in this study for two reasons. Firstly, to explore 
whether L2 students’ difficulties with texts in civics could be explained by components a-d. Secondly, to 
study whether an interplay between components a-d would be identifiable when L2 students describe 
their difficulties in relation to texts in civics.  

Figure 1: The four key components for supporting L2 students’ content-area learning and literacy 
development.
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This model is constructed based on the premise that texts in civics are meaningful disciplinary 
literacy practices that are socially, culturally, historically, linguistically, and ideologically constructed to 
support students’ knowledge development in civics, which is facilitated by reading comprehension of 
texts in civics. The idea behind the model is inspired by the definition of literacy as involving “a 
continuum of learning in enabling individuals to achieve their goals, to develop their knowledge and 
potential, and to participate fully in their community and wider society” (UNESCO, 2004). By putting 
together this broad perspective on literacy with the goals in the civics curriculum, it makes sense to 
state that supporting L2 students’ reading comprehension of texts in civics is crucial in helping them to 
achieve the goals of civics.

Method and design
The analysis is based on thirty-six individual think-aloud (TA) task completions combined with semi-

structured interviews with eighteen L2 students in grade nine. The students were recruited from three 
schools located in two municipalities within a large city in Sweden. The three schools represent low, 
middle, and high socioeconomic status in relation to the parents’ educational background, according to 
statistics provided by the Swedish National Agency for Education (SALSA 2020/21). It is important to 
mention that these statistics are used here with the aim of creating variety in the group of participants 
and accordingly to increase the reliability of the study, rather than to make any claims about the 
possible relationship between the students’ sociocultural backgrounds and their perceived difficulties 
with texts in civics, as this relationship is not explored in this study.  

Civics teachers in grade nine from each school, who had given their consent, were asked to select 
students, from among those who volunteered, who represent low, middle, and high grades in civics in 
grade nine. The researcher deliberately chose not to be notified of the participants’ grades. Participation 
was voluntary, including the right to withdraw consent to participate at any time. When presented here, 
the names of the participants are pseudonyms and personal details have been changed to prevent 
identification.  Prior to data collection, the Swedish Ethical Review Authority approved the project (Dnr 
2021-03734). 

The participants
The participants have been selected to create variation when collecting data. Nine girls and nine 

boys, aged 14-16, studying civics in grade nine in three different schools, participated in this study. 
Eleven of the participants were born in Sweden and acquired Swedish as their L2 during early childhood, 
whereas seven participants acquired Swedish as their L2 after migration to Sweden. The duration of the 
residency time in Sweden varies between two and ten years. The participants speak different first 
languages, including Persian, Dari, Portuguese, Arabic, Tagalog, Somali, Thai, Albanian and Spanish, in 
addition to English and Swedish. 

Think-aloud as a method
TA is a method in which participants are asked to verbalize their thoughts as they occur in their 

immediate short-term memory when completing a prepared task (Ericsson & Simon 1998, Fonteyn, 
Kuipers & Grobe 1993). TA has been widely used in both L1 and L2 reading research with the aim of 
studying the mental processes of participants when performing a reading task (Kucan & Beck 1997). 
However, the current focus on engaging students in constructing meaning from texts in collaborative 
discussions seems to indicate a new direction for TA, as a method that is used to study the interaction 
between readers and texts from a broader perspective (Jahandar et al. 2012, Gunning 1996). When 
using TA, verbal reports, i.e., the participants’ utterances during the task completion, are seldom used as 
the only source of data.  Follow-up strategies like asking post-process questions (retrospective data) are 
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therefore used directly after the task completion to capture in-depth understanding of the participants’ 
utterances during and after the task performance (Branch 2000, Van Someran, Barnard & Sandberg 
1994, Charters 2003). For this reason, the data collection in this study is conducted in three steps, 
discussed next.    

Think-aloud in three steps
In this study, the reading tasks consist of two texts from two different standard Swedish civics 

textbooks, used in grade nine (see Appendix A). Each TA was conducted with one student at a time on 
two different occasions in Autumn 2021, with intervals of two to three weeks between occasions. Each 
TA took approximately 60 minutes and was conducted in three consecutive steps where the participants 
(a) read and think aloud about the text, (b) summarize the text orally, and (c) answer the interview 
questions. The interview guide consists of fourteen main questions, divided into four categories, using 
the components a-d from the four-field model. Each main question is divided into sub-questions under 
each category (see Appendix B).

When studying literacy abilities, the students were asked questions like: What did you do in order to 
recognize the main parts of the text? What parts of the text were easier/more difficult to understand? 
Can you tell me what you did first when you received the text from me? Disciplinary literacy abilities 
were studied by asking questions like: What would you say is a typical text in civics? What knowledge do 
you think is necessary to read a typical text in civics? Do you read texts in civics differently compared to 
texts within other school subjects? The category prior knowledge was explored by asking students: 
What did you do when you did not understand some parts of the text? Did you recognize the civics 
topics discussed in the text from somewhere else? Finally, the category content-area knowledge was 
studied by asking: What did you learn from the text? What made the content of the text 
comprehensible/interesting to you? In what way do you think the knowledge you learned from the text 
would be useful to you? The participants’ verbal reports from each TA were audio-recorded and 
transcribed verbatim. The questions and excerpts have been translated from Swedish to English by the 
author.

Data analysis
The verbal reports were analyzed thematically, using the four-field model, and the results were 

organized into four themes: a) literacy abilities, b) disciplinary literacy abilities, c) prior knowledge, and 
d) content-area knowledge. The four-field model is used to explore whether the source of a number of 
difficulties that L2 students describe and give examples of could be explained by the four components a-
d and their interplay with each other.

The first theme, literacy abilities, was studied by searching for verbal reports in which L2 students 
describe the language-related issues that made the reading comprehension of the texts difficult for 
them. When analyzing the verbal reports from the first step of TA, the focus was on the types of 
difficulties that caused most pauses during the process of reading, for instance when the participants 
asked the researcher about the meaning or the pronunciation of words in the texts. The analysis of the 
summaries focused on parts of the texts that were either omitted or well-explained by the participants 
in their recollection of the texts. The analysis of the interview answers focused on the responses in 
which the participants gave examples of difficult parts in the texts and explained what language 
elements made them difficult to understand.  

The second theme, disciplinary literacy abilities, was studied by searching for verbal reports in which 
L2 students describe elements and characteristics in the texts that they considered to be typical of civics 
and made the texts difficult to understand. For instance, during the first step of TA, the students made 
comments about the high number of civics-specific words and the ambiguous pictures in the texts. 
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When analyzing the summaries, the focus was on whether civics-specific words were used in the 
participants’ recollection of the texts. When analyzing the interview answers, the focus was on examples 
given by L2 students in which they described and made remarks on the typical characteristics of texts in 
civics. To support the participants, the researcher encouraged them to compare the text that they had 
just read with a text that they had recently read within another school subject. By comparing texts with 
each other, the participants could give some detailed examples about elements and characteristics in 
texts that made them civics-specific. For instance, in their comparison between texts in civics and texts 
in science, the participants mentioned the unclear structure of texts in civics as a typical element (e.g., 
the lack of headings). 

The third theme, prior knowledge, was analyzed by searching for verbal reports in which the 
participants indicated that they brought various sources of knowledge to the texts. For instance, when 
thinking aloud, the participants explained that they guessed the meaning of some difficult words by 
associating them with similar words in other languages (e.g., English and their L1). The presence of prior 
knowledge was analyzed in the summaries by focusing on links that the participants said that they made 
when connecting the information in the texts with what they already knew about the main content of 
the texts. When analyzing the interview answers, the focus was on all sources of knowledge that the 
participants described as helpful in their reading comprehension of the texts. For instance, they 
mentioned that discussing voting with their family members helped them to understand the content of 
the texts better.  

Finally, the theme content-area knowledge was analyzed by looking for verbal reports in which the 
participants gave examples of new knowledge that they learned from the texts. When analyzing the first 
step of TA, the focus was on the comments that the participant made about the civics themes discussed 
in the texts. For instance, the participants asked questions like “Is that really so?”, referring to a specific 
civics theme in the text, mainly to confirm that they had understood it correctly. The analysis of oral 
summaries focused on facts, statistics, important information, and specific themes that the participants 
highlighted in their recollection of the texts. When analyzing the interview answers, the focus here was 
on the responses in which the participants described what new knowledge they learned from the texts, 
and what further civics knowledge they wished they could learn from the texts. 

Results
The four-field model is used to study L2 students’ various difficulties with texts in civics. The results 

are organized into four themes that illuminate what difficulties L2 students pinpoint in relation to texts 
in civics, and how they explain the difficulties. The themes include: a) literacy abilities, b) disciplinary 
literacy abilities, c) prior knowledge, and d) content-area knowledge. The first theme, literacy abilities, is 
organized into four sub-themes, presented next. 
a. Literacy abilities 

When L2 students were asked to pinpoint the difficult parts in the texts and explain why they 
perceived them to be difficult, four categories were repeatedly discussed by them, including difficult 
words, text length, text density, and hidden clues.
Difficult words 

The analysis of the participants’ verbal reports indicates that the main cause for the pauses that the 
participants made during the first step of TA was the presence of difficult words in the texts. The difficult 
words are divided into civics-specific terms and everyday words with special meanings in the texts. 
These are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1: The list of difficult words reported by the participants. The original words in Swedish are 
translated into English by the author.

The participants describe difficult words as words that require “loads of explanation” and cannot be 
easily understood by a single synonym. They often call such words “heavy words” (abstract words) and 
give terms like democracy and governance as two examples. The participants explain further that pauses 
due to the difficult words disrupt their concentration and influence their general understanding of the 
texts negatively. For instance, Emma, one of the participants says, “If I read a word like democracy, a 
word that I know and then comes governance, which I don’t know, if I stop and concentrate on this 
word, then I’ll forget what I actually read so far”. Emma explains also that pausing infrequently during 
the process of reading is an indication of being “smart”. 

Moreover, the participants report that searching for the precise meaning of abstract words is a time- 
and effort-consuming process and does not always result in an in-depth understanding of the texts. 
Several participants express frustration about the constant feeling of not being able to understand the 
texts despite the time they spend searching for the meaning of words. For instance, Adam explains, “[..] 
it feels weird, you really want to know what the word means, but you don’t find the exact meaning […] It 
takes so much time from you”. Most students report that they mainly employ Google and online 
dictionaries to find the meaning of difficult words, but the variation in the explanations provided by such 
digital resources makes it difficult to interpret the precise meaning of the words and causes 
misunderstandings. In this regard, the participants underline repeatedly the importance of their civics 
teachers’ explanations of the words. Jens explains, “My civics teacher explains the word to me; she is 
educated and she, unlike Google, knows exactly which meaning of the words we need to learn”. Julia, 
like Jens, prefers her civics teacher’s explanations, but she also explains that digital resources are still 
her first option, since one teacher alone cannot cover all students’ needs in a classroom where many 
students ask for support. Julia argues further that the restrictions about the use of mobile phones and 
limited access to the internet in some classrooms worsen the problem since she cannot look up the 
words anywhere.

Text length 
The difficulties with long passages are often discussed in relation to the number of sentences, the 

number of difficult words and the complexity of the selected civics themes in the texts. Complex civics 
themes are explained by the participants as themes that they find difficult to relate to or themes that 

Civics-specific words Everyday words
Electorate Majority/minority 
Resident Single/separated 
Turnout in an election Insult 
General election Disability 
Parliament To a large extent 
Governance Foreign 
City council Domestic 
The kingdom Requirements 
Monarchy Cherish 
Censorship Involves
Tax reduction 
Statutory 
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they know little about. This is noticeable in the students’ oral summaries when the content of long 
passages is severely compressed or omitted in their recollection of the important parts of the texts. 
However, L2 students report that when they find the main themes in the long passages interesting and 
relevant, they experience them as less difficult to understand. One example is a long passage in Text 1 
giving information about tax reduction and how it affects family finances. When reflecting on this 
passage, Simon says: “I think most people are interested in knowing how political decisions affect their 
own life, because it’s about you and your family. I think it’s easier to understand when it’s about your 
own life”.

Text density 
The difficult parts in the two texts are sometimes explained by the participants as parts containing a 

lot of information. However, students may also have difficulties when the text is simplified by reducing 
the amount of information provided and using more basic sentence structures. According to the 
participants, the simplified content provides them with little information about important concepts that 
they need to learn from the texts. Victoria sets this perspective in relation to the civics curriculum and 
argues that the simplified content in the texts rarely corresponds to the high requirements in the civics 
curriculum in which several goals are expected to be fulfilled by the students. She argues:

The thing is that you can’t have a curriculum that is so demanding and requires that you know many 
things, while the texts are so simple. You’ll learn simple things from simple texts, and you’ll think 
simply accordingly. […] When texts get more advanced, there will of course be problems for some 
students, but I hope there would be alternatives for everyone.
Several participants, like Victoria, express a wish for a varied selection of civics texts instead of “one 

text for all” which according to them is “unfair” to those students who wish to learn more about civics 
themes from texts in civics.  

Hidden clues
Another difficulty reported by the participants is when the meaning of the difficult words is not 

explicitly explained in the texts. Instead, the participants need to find the clues, which according to them 
are often “hidden” in the texts, to guess what difficult words mean.  However, based on the verbal 
reports, it is notable that L2 students utilize the existing clues in the texts to varying degrees. While 
some participants are aware of the clues in the texts and use them consciously to understand the texts, 
the other students do not pay much attention to them. The following excerpt from Text 1 is provided to 
exemplify what such a clue could look like: Sweden is one of the world’s democracies, with a monarchy 
where the king does not have any power. Those students who did not know the meaning of monarchy, 
but used clues like king and power, guessed what monarchy meant and continued with their reading, 
while the meaning of monarchy remained obscured for those students who did not pay attention to the 
given clues in the text and got stuck on the word. Moreover, the participants report that they use 
semiotic resources like images, speech bubbles, and text boxes in the texts for guessing what the texts 
are about. 

b) Disciplinary literacy abilities
To study L2 students’ difficulties in relation to texts in civics, the researcher asked the students to 

pinpoint some characteristics and elements that they found to be typical of texts in civics and explain 
why they made the reading comprehension of the texts difficult. They were then encouraged to 
compare the text that they had just read with a text in another school subject that they remembered. In 
their comparisons, most of the participants chose to compare the texts in civics with texts in biology or 
other science subjects. The participants point out four typical characteristics of texts in civics: a) the 
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choice of images and their placement in the texts, b) the high number of civics-specific words, c) the 
structure of the texts, and d) the use of informal and simple language in the texts. Most students 
describe the images in biology texts as “straightforward”, whereas some of the images in the two civics 
texts are described as “misleading” and “ambiguous”. The ambiguous images are the ones where the 
link between the images and the information in the texts is not easy to recognize, either because of the 
placement of the images in the texts, or because there is some doubt as to what exactly the images 
illustrate. One of the participants, Mikaela, says: “In biology there is one picture for one thing in each 
paragraph, but in this text [Text 1], you need to read between the lines to figure out what these pictures 
tell us about”. For instance, the only image in Text 2, illustrating a meeting point where people are 
gathered to exchange information prior to an election, caused misunderstanding among the 
participants. They thought that the picture illustrated a polling station where people go to vote. The 
participants explained that they misunderstood this picture because they had never seen a polling 
station in real life.  

The second typical element in civics texts is the high number of civics-specific words, which are in 
bold print in the texts. The participants report that although they know what some of the civics-specific 
words in the texts mean, they do not always use them correctly in their own language production.

A third characteristic of texts in civics, according to the participants, is a lack of headings and 
introductory sections to help the reader to navigate the texts and follow the information presented in 
them. This makes texts in civics difficult to understand in comparison to texts in biology, for example, as 
it is difficult to discern how different parts of the text relate to each other. Daniel uses Text 2 as an 
example and suggests, “It starts with a sort of introduction, but it should contain more information […] 
The introduction should be like an abstract, so to speak”.

The fourth typical element of texts in civics is the use of informal and simple language. The simplicity 
of the language is explained by the participants as the sparing use of conjunctions between the 
sentences in texts in civics, which make them less coherent and more difficult to follow. The informal 
language of texts in civics is explained as language that is informative and narrative, but seldom 
argumentative.

c) Prior knowledge
The results show that the participants’ level of prior knowledge in relation to the content of the two 

texts has a crucial role in their reading comprehension of the texts in civics. The participants report that 
the civics knowledge acquired from earlier school grades and classroom discussions, and general 
knowledge learned within other school subjects like history and Swedish, are useful assets for 
understanding the content of the texts. Their own life experiences are also highlighted as an asset for 
their understanding of the texts. However, the students’ life experiences include not only their self-
experienced life from the time they lived in or visited other countries including their parents’ country of 
origin, but also the life experiences that their parents and relatives pass on to them through their 
narratives. Amalia, for instance, refers to her experiences from the time she visited her parents’ country 
of origin and argues about different understandings of the word democracy. She says: 

[…] in my parents’ home-country, democracy is just a word, it’s not real. […] Women for example, 
they don’t have many rights there, they only do what men tell them to do. It doesn’t mean that the 
women approve of this, but they don’t have much choice, because there is no real democracy. 
When it comes to L2 students’ language repertoires as a part of their prior knowledge, most of the 

participants report that they mainly use Swedish and English when they read texts in civics. One reason 
given by them is that the meaning of some civics-specific terms is also difficult to understand in their L1. 
Several participants report that they mainly use their L1 at home when working with school 
assignments, but seldom during classroom activities at school. Daniel explains: “It’s different when I’m 
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at home and speak my first language with mom and dad when we talk about school stuff. Swedish is my 
language at school and L1 [the name of the language has been removed] is my home-language”. 
Another type of prior knowledge that the participants find useful for their understanding of the texts is 
information retrieved from TV news, newspapers, and social media. 

The lack of intercultural perspectives in texts is another difficulty raised by the participants in this 
regard. They explain that reading and discussing other forms of government within other cultural and 
social contexts would not only optimize their civics learning, but also would provide them with 
meaningful opportunities to bring their own knowledge and experiences to the texts in order to 
understand them. Jens, for instance, explains: “My classmates need to know that not all children in the 
world live as comfortably as we do in Sweden. The welfare system is different and there are children 
who live in poverty, but we seldom read about them”. Amalia, like Jens, communicates her interest in 
knowing about other forms of government, but she also raises concern about civics teachers using 
students as what she calls “cultural ambassadors” in the civics classroom when discussing complex civics 
themes such as world conflicts. She argues further that although knowledge exchange between the 
students in civics classrooms would expand their civics understanding, civics teachers need to consider 
that talking about civics themes like war could engender feelings of discomfort for those students who 
have experienced it in real life. Amalia suggests that the knowledge exchange in the civics classroom 
needs to be done delicately.

d) Content-area knowledge
This final component is studied by looking for verbal reports in which the participants describe new 

knowledge that they learned from the two texts. Learning new vocabulary is underlined by the 
participants as the most beneficial knowledge acquired from the two texts. The participants explain that 
learning new vocabulary is meaningful for understanding of similar texts in civics and other school 
subjects. At the same time, the participants raise concerns about the limited opportunities for using 
civics-specific words in meaningful contexts. They express a desire for activities such as writing 
assignments and oral presentations that enable them to learn and practice the discipline-specific 
language of civics. Emma says:

We need to learn the exact language, a sharp language that shows that you are smart.   Instead of 
writing and explaining like ten lines to argue about a simple thing, you just use the correct word and say 
what you mean, just like an expert.

Moreover, the participants explain that they learn more from texts in civics when they find the civics 
themes discussed in them relevant and interesting. Jens, for instance, argues that the students need to 
realize that the civics knowledge retrieved from the texts not only helps them to pass exams at school, 
but it also equips them with useful knowledge for life. He explains: “You can get an F [fail] in civics at 
school, but come on, how on earth are you going to manage your life with an F in civics?” Benjamin, 
unlike Jens, finds the information about voting procedures in one of the texts irrelevant and says, “What 
do I do with this knowledge about voting? I’m only fifteen and I can’t even vote yet.” 
An overview of the results is presented in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Overview of the results.

Discussion
The aim of this study was to explore what difficulties L2 students in grade nine described when 

reading texts in civics. The results indicate that L2 students, both individually, and with support from 
their civics teachers, cope with various types of language- and content-related difficulties that reading 
and understanding texts in civics entail (cf. Economou 2015). Based on the results all four components, 
a) literacy abilities, b) disciplinary literacy abilities, c) prior knowledge, and d) content-area knowledge 
are apparent when L2 students describe their difficulties with reading comprehension of texts in civics. 
The results also indicate that difficulties with texts in civics can be explained by several components that 
are dependent on each other, rather than by any individual component. One example is the difficulties 
with words in the texts. Although difficult words are primarily categorized under the component of 
literacy abilities, the results show that in-depth understanding of the meaning of the words, especially 
those words that L2 students call “heavy words” (abstract words), is dependent on the students’ 
understanding of the content-area knowledge embedded in them (see also Walldén & Nygård Larsson 
2022). The results also indicate that an understanding of these difficult words requires that L2 students 
activate and use their prior knowledge to understand the political, social, and cultural references that 
the words in the two texts receive their meanings from. The subject of difficult words, including civics-
specific words, recurs when L2 students explain their difficulties with learning new knowledge from the 
texts and when they describe the characteristics in the texts that make them typical of civics. One 
conclusion that could be drawn here is that understanding the difficult words in civics texts requires an 
interplay between all four components, a, b, c, and d, since looking up the meaning of single words 
outside the context of the texts and without activating preunderstanding about the points of reference 
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in the texts proved to be less useful for L2 students’ reading comprehension of the texts, according to 
these students. This is mirrored in verbal reports where L2 students express their frustration with not 
being able to understand the texts despite their efforts at finding the precise meaning of the words. 

Moreover, the interplay between the components a, b, c, and d may be identified in the analysis of 
the verbal reports where L2 students reflect on language-related difficulties with the civics texts. The 
results indicate that L2 students’ prior knowledge and their previous experiences and perspectives on 
how texts are structured are also significant to how they experience the level of difficulty in the texts. 
This is mirrored when the students discuss the elements in the texts that make them typical of civics and 
accordingly make the texts difficult to learn new knowledge from. The presence of the components of 
literacy abilities, disciplinary literacy abilities, and prior knowledge is notable in the ways L2 students 
utilize the existing clues such as images, speech bubbles, and word explanations embedded in the texts 
as resources to understand the texts as a whole. It can be argued that the language-related difficulties in 
the two texts become a greater hindrance to L2 students when they also have difficulty connecting the 
new information in the text to what they already know about the content by using clues in the text. 
When this happens, L2 students may easily become preoccupied with searching for the meaning of 
single words, hoping to gain an overall understanding of the texts. This, in turn, carries the risk that L2 
students treat the civics texts as a means for learning vocabulary and not as a meaningful context for 
learning civics. This may be seen in the interviews when L2 students report that learning new vocabulary 
is one of the main benefits of reading texts in civics. 

Furthermore, the interplay between the component’s literacy abilities, disciplinary literacy abilities, 
prior knowledge, and content-area knowledge is also apparent when L2 students explain that they often 
have a general understanding of civics-specific words, particularly when they recognize the words from 
other contexts, but they cannot always use the words correctly in their own language production (e.g., 
oral presentation and writing assignments) when discussing civics themes. L2 students therefore express 
a wish for meaningful disciplinary literacy activities that enable them to practice and develop a civics-
specific language to make their standpoints clear when arguing about civics themes. 

In addition to difficult words, another example of where an interplay between the four components 
could be recognized in L2 students’ explanation of difficulties with texts is when they reflect on the 
simple language, simple text structure, and the simplified content of the texts as being obstacles to their 
reading comprehension of the texts. In contrast to previous research, indicating that difficulties with 
texts are mainly caused by the difficult language used in them (e.g., Myers & Zaman 2009, Deltac 2012), 
the results in this study show that the simple language and the simplified content in the texts are also 
problematic for L2 students’ reading comprehension. Simplified content and simple language (simple 
sentence structures) in the two texts seem to provide the students with limited knowledge with which 
they can develop their civics learning and improve their disciplinary literacy abilities (see also Jaffee 
2016, Dabach 2015). This is mirrored in the verbal reports in which learning the discipline-specific 
language of civics and learning new knowledge from the texts are often associated by L2 students with 
being smart and competent. Emma’s use of words like “sharp” and “expert” to define the language of 
civics could point to this. 

Finally, the students’ references to simplified content in the texts, the lack of intercultural 
perspectives, and the selection of unfamiliar civics themes, indicate that students’ difficulties may arise 
from the interaction between the components of disciplinary literacy abilities, prior knowledge, and 
content-area knowledge, rather than from any single component. L2 students explain that including an 
intercultural perspective in the texts would not only provide them with opportunities to deepen their 
civics understanding of issues like voting and political decisions by comparing Sweden with other 
countries, but it would also create opportunities for them to exchange knowledge and experiences with 
each other in civics classrooms using their prior knowledge. This may be seen in Amalia’s reflection 
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about different understandings of democracy, drawing on her experiences from visiting her parents’ 
country of origin and reflecting on women’s position in society. In this regard, Amalia’s reasoning should 
not be ignored when she argues that the knowledge exchange between the students in civics classrooms 
needs to be approached delicately to protect the students’ integrity. 

To sum up, it can be argued that the types of prior knowledge that L2 students activate and bring to 
the texts to understand them is important when developing strategies to support L2 students’ reading 
comprehension of texts in civics. The fact that L2 students in this study do not consider their L1 as an 
asset for reading comprehension of texts needs to be considered. During the interviews, there were 
several occasions where the students drew on their L1 in their conversations about the meaning of the 
difficult words with the researcher. As a result, the students’ reasoning about the meaning of the words 
became more nuanced and self-reflexive, and they put the words into a context that was 
comprehensible to them. Thus, it can be concluded that L2 students need teacher instruction and 
support with the process of activating their prior knowledge when working with texts in civics. 

Conclusion
Based on the results, it is argued that all four components: a) literacy abilities, b) disciplinary literacy 

abilities, c) prior knowledge, and d) content-area knowledge, illustrated in the four-field model, need to 
be in interplay with each other to support L2 students’ reading comprehension and civics learning. The 
four-field model has been a way of visualizing the complexity of difficulties with texts in civics, as 
described by L2 students. The model has shifted the focus away from trying to determine whether the 
difficulties with texts in civics are caused by individual factors like L2 students’ insufficient language 
proficiency and limited prior knowledge. Future research could study the ways through which the 
interplay between the components a-d is manifested in civics teachers’ support to their L2 students 
when working with texts in civics. Finally, it is worth adding that the findings from this study cannot 
necessarily be generalized nor is the aim to provide a holistic picture of all L2 students’ difficulties with 
reading and understanding texts in civics. However, the findings from this study could have implications 
for civics teachers, and possibly for teachers of other subjects, especially in instructional settings where 
teaching takes place in students’ second language. 

References
 Bennett, S. M. (2011). Moving Beyond a Single Discipline: Disciplinary literacy in a Social Studies 

Classroom. Journal of Content Area Reading, 9(1): 51-66 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/304941960_Moving_beyond_a_single_disciplie    
Disciplinary_literacy_in_a_social_studies_classroom

Branch, J. L. (2000). Investigating the information-seeking processes of adolescents: The value of using 
think alouds and think afters. Library & information science research, 22(4): 371-392. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0740-8188(00)00051-7

Charters, E. (2003). The use of think-aloud methods in qualitative research an introduction to think-
aloud methods. Brock Education Journal, 12(2): 68-82. https://doi.org/10.26522/brocked.v12i2.38

Cummins, J. (2017). Multilingualism in Classroom Instruction: “I think it’s helping my brain grow”. 
Scottish Languages Review, 33: 5-18. https://dev.scilt.org.uk/Portals/24/Library/slr/issues/33/33-
01%20Cummins.pdf

Dabach, D. (2014). "You Can't Vote, Right?" When Language Proficiency Is a Proxy for Citizenship in a 
Civics Classroom. Journal of International Social Studies, 4(2): 37-56. 
https://www.iajiss.org/index.php/iajiss/article/view/149

ERL Journal - Volume 2022-2(8)  - LINGUISTIC CONTEXTS AND DIVERSITY IN EDUCATION



130

Dabach, D. B. (2015). “My student was apprehended by immigration”: A civics teacher's breach of 
silence in a mixed-citizenship classroom. Harvard Educational Review, 85(3): 383-412. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.17763/0017-8055.85.3.383

Dabach, D. & Fones, A. (2016). Beyond the "English Learner" Frame: Transnational Funds of Knowledge 
in Social Studies. International Journal of Multicultural Education, 18(1): 7-27. https://ijme-
journal.org/index.php/ijme/article/view/1092/1142

Dabach, D. B., Fones, A., Merchant, N. H. & Adekile, A. (2018). Teachers navigating civic education when 
students are undocumented: Building case knowledge. Theory & Research in Social Education, 46(3): 
331-373. https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.2017.1413470

Deltac, S. M. (2012). Teachers of America's immigrant students: Citizenship instruction for English 
language learners [Doctoral dissertation, Emory University, USA]. Emory University Theses and 
Dissertations Archive. https://etd.library.emory.edu/concern/etds/6q182k28d?locale=en

Di Stefano, M. & Camicia, S. P. (2018). Transnational civic education and emergent bilinguals in a dual 
language setting. Education Sciences, 8(3): 1-22. http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/educsci8030128

Dong, Y. R. (2017). Tapping into English language learners' (ELLs') prior knowledge in social studies 
instruction. The Social Studies, 108(4): 143-151. https://doi.org/10.1080/00377996.2017.1342161

Economou, C. (2015). ” I svenska två vågar jag prata mer och så”. En didaktisk studie om skolämnet 
svenska som andraspråk [”In Swedish as a Second Language I dare to speak more”. A didactic study 
about the school subject Swedish as a Second Language]. [Doctoral dissertation, Göteborg studies in 
educational sciences, 374]. University of Gothenburg, Sweden. 
https://gupea.ub.gu.se/bitstream/handle/2077/39343/gupea_2077_39343_1.pdf?sequence=1&isAllo
wed=y

Ericsson, K. & Simon, H. (1998). How to study thinking in everyday life: Contrasting think-aloud protocols 
with descriptions and explanations of thinking. Mind, Culture, and Activity, 5: 178-186. 
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327884mca0503_3

Fonteyn, M. E., Kuipers, B. & Grobe, S. J. (1993). A description of think aloud method and protocol 
analysis. Qualitative health research, 3(4): 430-441. https://doi.org/10.1177/104973239300300403

Garcia, O. & Wei, L. (2015). Translanguaging, bilingualism, and bilingual education. The handbook of 
bilingual and multilingual education, 223-240. New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons Inc.

Gibson, M. L. (2017). De los derechos humanos: Reimagining civics in bilingual & bicultural settings. The 
Social Studies, 108(1): 10-21. https://doi.org/10.1080/00377996.2016.1237465

Gibbons, P. (2016). Stärk språket, stärk lärandet: språk-och kunskapsutvecklande arbetssätt för och med 
andraspråkselever i klassrummet [Scaffolding Language Scaffolding Learning]. Stockholm: Hallgren & 
Fallgren.

Grabe, W. (2009). Reading in a Second Language. Moving from Theory to Practice. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Gunning, T. G. (1996). Creating reading instruction for all children. Boston: Allyn and Bacon.
Hallesson, Y., Visén, P., Folkeryd, J. & af Geijerstam, Å. (2018). Four classrooms–four approaches to 

reading: Examples of disciplinary reading in social science subjects in years five and twelve. L1-
Educational Studies in Language and Literature, 18: 1-29. http://dx.doi.org/10.17239/L1ESLL-
2018.18.01.06

Jaffee, A. T. (2016). Social Studies Pedagogy for Latino/a Newcomer Youth: Towards a Theory of 
Culturally and Linguistically Relevant Citizenship Education. Theory and Research in Social Education, 
44(2): 147-183. https://doi.org/10.1080/00933104.2016.1171184

Jahandar, S., Khodabandehlou, M., Seyedi, G. & Abadi, R. M. D. (2012). The think-aloud method in EFL 
reading comprehension. International Journal of Scientific & Engineering Research, 3(9): 1-9. 
https://www.ijser.org/researchpaper/The-Think-aloud-Method-in-EFL-Reading-Comprehension.pdf

ERL Journal - Volume 2022-2(8)  - LINGUISTIC CONTEXTS AND DIVERSITY IN EDUCATION



131

Kucan, L. & Beck, I. L. (1997). Thinking aloud and reading comprehension research: Inquiry, instruction, 
and social interaction. Review of educational research, 67(3): 271-299. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.3102/00346543067003271

Kulbrandstad, I. L. (1998). Lesing på et andrespråk. En studie av fire innvandrerungdommers lesing av 
læreboktekster på norsk (Acta humaniora 30.) [Reading in a second language. A study of four 
immigrant youth’s reading of textbook texts in Norwegian]. [Doctoral dissertation, Oslo: Scandinavian 
University Press].

Lai, P. F. (2018). Civics English: Integrating Civics in Middle School English Language Arts Teaching 
[Doctoral dissertation, University of California, Berkeley, USA]. UC Berkeley Electronics Theses and 
Dissertations. https://escholarship.org/uc/item/50192908

Moje, E. B. (2008). Foregrounding the disciplines in secondary literacy teaching and learning: A call for 
change. Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 52: 96-107. https://doi.org/10.1598/JAAL.52.2.1

Moje, E. (2015). Doing and teaching disciplinary literacy with adolescent learners: A social and cultural 
enterprise. Harvard Educational Review, 85(2): 254-278. 
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1691427618?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true

McConachie, S. M. (2010). Disciplinary literacy: A principle-based framework. In S. M. McConachie & A. 
R. Petrosky (Eds.), Content matters: A disciplinary literacy approach to improving student learning (pp. 
15-31). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Myers, J. & Zaman, H. (2009). Negotiating the global and national: immigrant and dominant culture 
adolescents' vocabularies of citizenship in a transnational world. Teachers College Record, 111: 2589-
2625. Florida State University Digital Library. 
https://diginole.lib.fsu.edu/islandora/object/fsu:209947/datastream/PDF/view

Olvegård, L. (2014).” Herravälde. Är det bara killar eller?” Andraspråksläsare möter lärobokstexter i 
historia för gymnasieskolan [Lordship. Is that just guys? Second language readers encounter history 
textbook texts for high school]. [Doctoral dissertation, Gothenburg University, Sweden]. 
https://gupea.ub.gu.se/bitstream/handle/2077/34974/gupea_2077_34974_3.pdf;jsessionid=D2595F2
EFC78923131EC15717076B512?sequence=3

Rinnemaa. P. (in press). Adolescents’ civics learning in linguistically diverse classrooms: a thematic 
literature review. [manuscript accepted för publication in the Journal of social Science Education, 2023, 
22(1)].

Sandahl, J. (2015). Preparing for Citizenship: Second Order Thinking Concepts in Social Science 
Education. Journal of Social Science Education, 14(1): 19-30. https://doi.org/10.4119/jsse-732

Shanahan, T. & Shanahan, C. (2008). Teaching disciplinary literacy to adolescents: Rethinking content-
area literacy. Harvard educational review, 78(1): 40-59. 
https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.78.1.v62444321p602101

Shanahan, C. (2017). Comprehension in the Disciplines. In S. E. Israel (Ed.), Handbook of Research on 
Reading Comprehension (pp. 479-499). New York: The Guilford Press.

Skolverket (2022). Läroplan för grundskolan, förskoleklassen och fritidshemmet: Lgr22. [The Swedish 
National Agency for Education. Curriculum for elementary school, preschool class and after-school care 
center] https://www.skolverket.se/getFile?file=9718

SALSA (2020-2021). A statistical model published by the Swedish National Agency for Education. 
[Statistisk modell utgiven av Skolverket]. https://www.skolverket.se/skolutveckling/statistik/salsa-
statistisk-modell

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). (2014). UNESCO roadmap for 
implementing the global action programme on education for sustainable development. 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?page=view&type=400&nr=1674&menu=1515

ERL Journal - Volume 2022-2(8)  - LINGUISTIC CONTEXTS AND DIVERSITY IN EDUCATION



132

Van Someren, M., Barnard, Y. F., & Sandberg, J. (1994). The think aloud method: a practical approach to 
modelling cognitive. London: Academic Press, 11.

Walldén, R. & Nygård Larsson, P. (2022). “It can be a bit tricky”: negotiating disciplinary language in and 
out of context in civics classrooms. Classroom Discourse, 1-24. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/19463014.2022.2084426

Appendix A
Interview guide 
Literacy abilities
1. Was it easy for you to read the text in Swedish? 
2. In what way do you think reading this text can improve your Swedish language and reading 
ability?  (Give some examples!)
3. What did you do in order to recognize the main parts of the text? 

o What parts were easier to understand? 
o What made it easy, do you think?

o What parts were more difficult to understand?
o What made it difficult?
o What parts of the text sparked your curiosity? Why? (Explain!)

4. What did you do first when you received the text from me?
o Did you, for example, look at the title, the pictures, the questions?
o Did you find the pictures and the reading comprehension questions helpful for your 

understanding of the text? Could you see some connections between the pictures and 
the content? 
o If no, what other alternatives would you prefer to have instead? 
o If yes, in what ways did they help you to understand the text?

o Did you set a goal with your reading at the beginning? 

Disciplinary literacy abilities
5. If you compare the text that you just read with another text, for example a text that you read in 
Swedish class, what would you say is different between these two texts? 

o Would you read them differently, do you think?
o If, yes, can you describe how you would do it? (Give some examples!)

6. What would you say is a typical civics text, according to you? 
o Is the text you just read a typical civics text? 
o If yes, can you give some examples that make the text a typical civics text?

o In what ways are the pictures and the questions typical of a civics text, do you 
think? Would you choose other pictures and questions if you got to decide? 

7. What knowledge do you think is necessary to have in order to read a typical civics text?  
o Is it important to know all words in the text? 
o What words in the text were more difficult than others?
o What did you do to understand the meaning of the words you just gave as examples? 
o    Do you find any clues in the text that might help you to find out what these words could

mean? 
o Are there any other ways you can find out what the words mean in case you didn’t have 

access to a dictionary/Google Translate? 
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Prior knowledge
8. How does what you learned from the text fit with what you already knew about the topic 
discussed in the text?  

o Did you recognize the topic discussed in the text from somewhere 
     else? (Give some examples!)
o From civics lessons at earlier grades? Which grade? 
o From other school subject (e.g. mathematics or Swedish)?
o Teachers’ explanations in the classroom?
o Classroom discussions?
o School assignments?
o Discussions at home with your family members?
o Discussions with other adults or peers outside home (e.g., at your sports club)?
o Your own experiences from living in another country/commmunity? 
o Reading about the topic in a newspaper or on the internet?
o Hearing people discussing the topic/similar topics on social media?

o Which of the resources you just mentioned did you use most when you read the 
text? 

9. The text you just read was about democracy. Have you heard this word before? 
o If yes, was it described/discussed in the same way as it was in the text you just read or 
         was it different? (Explain!) 
o In what way do you think that what you already knew about democracy helped you to 

understand the text you just read?  
10. What did you do when you didn’t understand some parts of the text? 

o Did your knowledge from other languages that you know help you to understand those 
parts? (Give some examples!)      

o What other knowledge do you think helped you to understand the text? 

Content area knowledge
11. What did you learn from reading the text? 

o Did you miss anything in the text that you would like to know more about but the author 
didn’t write about? (Give some examples!)

12. What made the content of the text comprehensible, do you think? 
13. What made the content of the text interesting, do you think?
14. In what way do you think the new civics knowledge that you learned from the text might be 
useful to a young person like you? 

o For example when you discuss the topic with someone (e.g., family members or 
friends)?

o When doing your schoolwork? 
o When you need to make a decision?
o When you need to make your standpoint clear when discussing the topic in a text or 

when you talk to people about it? 

The exit question: 
I will now show you a model that I have drawn and you can tell me whether you think some of these 
boxes can be connected to each other. Each box shows an ability or knowledge that we need and use 
when we read a new text. Think about which of them are important to you when you read a new text in 
civics. Which of them do you need in order to understand the text? Can you mix some boxes together? 
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Do you want to remove some of the boxes? (for example if you think they are not so useful). Do you 
want to add your own box? 

Note: Each box received a color to make it easier for the students to refer to them during the interviews.

Appendix B
Information about the two texts used in think-aloud
In the selection of the texts, two items of core content in the civics curriculum in years 7–9 were 
considered: (1) Rights and the judicial system, aiming to support students’ understanding about 
democratic freedom and legal rights, and (2) Decision-making and political ideas, aiming to increase 
student’ familiarity with citizens’ opportunities to affect political decisions (The Swedish National Agency 
of Education, 2018)26. Both texts are approximately one A4 page long and democracy is the main theme 
in them.

Text 1 is a part of a chapter titled The Political System in a textbook called Utkik [Look out], published 
by Gleerups (2014).27 The text has a layout that is similar to a newspaper article, including three 
columns, each starting with a question that also serves as a subheading. The text provides the reader 
with basic information about the forms of government in Sweden, freedom of speech, and how political 
decisions affect citizens’ daily lives. The semiotic resources in the text consist of three images, placed at 
the end of the text, illustrating a plate of food, paper money, and a portrait of two children. There are 
six key concepts that are in bold print in the text: democracy, constitution, monarchy, governance, 
represents, and legal rights. The explanation of these concepts is often embedded in the sentence that 
follows. One example is the definition of democracy: In Sweden we have democracy. In our form of 
government, all public power proceeds from the people. In addition to content-specific words, there are 
also several everyday words with specialized meanings such as involves, cherish, insult, proceed, and 
reduction, which are not explained in the text. Moreover, the passages in the text mainly consist of short 
main clauses with very few conjunctions combining the sentences. The main themes are either 
explained or described in these passages. There are no passages in the texts where the main themes are 
presented by arguing, comparing, or contrasting, which makes it difficult to indicate where shifts in 
meaning appear between the passages in the text.  

26 This curriculum was revised in 2022. Skolverket (2018). Kursplanen för grundskolan: Lgr18. [The Swedish 
National Agency for Education. Curriculum for elementary school]. 
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/grundskolan/laroplan-och-kursplaner-for-grundskolan/kursplaner-for-
grundskolan
27 Gleerups Education provides textbooks, digital learning tools and course literature within various school forms, 
from preschool to university. For more information, see https://www.gleerups.se/

ERL Journal - Volume 2022-2(8)  - LINGUISTIC CONTEXTS AND DIVERSITY IN EDUCATION

https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/grundskolan/laroplan-och-kursplaner-for-grundskolan/kursplaner-for-grundskolan
https://www.skolverket.se/undervisning/grundskolan/laroplan-och-kursplaner-for-grundskolan/kursplaner-for-grundskolan
https://www.gleerups.se/


135

Text 2 comes from another textbook in civics called Utkik [Look out] published by Gleerups (2020), 
from a chapter titled Democracy in Sweden. Although this textbook has the same title as the first 
textbook, the content in it is completely different, and it has been updated in accordance with the 
current civics curriculum (2022). The main purpose of this text is to inform readers about the process of 
election in Sweden and voting as a democratic right. The organization of this text differs from Text 1. 
The text starts with a short introduction and the only image in the text is placed at the beginning of it, 
illustrating a meeting point where people gather to exchange information prior to the election. Symbols 
from four different political parties are visible as well. There are also two text boxes and one speech box 
in the text, containing four reading comprehension questions and a summary of the main themes. 
Unlike Text 1, Text 2 contains a variety of passages in which some of the main themes are presented by 
explaining, listing, and comparing. Like Text 1, Text 2 consists of several main clauses with few 
conjunctions. There are six key civics-specific concepts in the text and their explanation is embedded in 
the passages where they appear. The key terms are citizens, general election, European parliament, 
electorate, universal suffrage, and general suffrage. However, there are several other civics-specific 
terms such as city council, regional council, turnout, commissioner, and resident, which are neither in 
bold nor explained, but appear repeatedly in the text and are equally important for understanding the 
text. Some everyday words with specialized meanings are majority, minority, low-income earners, 
disability, participation, and variety. None of these words are explained in the text.
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