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ABSTRACT 
A number of studies have been organised in Sweden, internationally on students´ reading skills. IEA has 
organised the Six Subject Survey Study in 1970, the Reading Literacy Study in 1991 and PIRLS in 2001. 
The OECD has organised the PISA studies in 2000 and 2003. 
   There have also been a number of studies undertaken only in Sweden. The Swedish National Agency for 
Education has published evaluation reports, covering the years 1992, 1995 and 2003, in which reading 
skills have been included. Karin Taube has been the project leader for a number of studies in different 
Swedish municipalities. These projects include testing of reading skills of all students in grade 3 in 
Stockholm 1993 – 1999 and in grade 8 in Stockholm 1997 – 2000.   
   All these data some published and some not yet published, provide an opportunity to analyse questions 
related to students´ reading. The data covers several years from 1970 to 2006 and concerns students in 
grades 2, 3, 4, 8 and 9. Some of the studies on reading allow comparisons over time. The studies organised 
within the framework of IEA make it possible to compare students’ reading skills in 1970, 1991 and 2001. 
The national assessments published by the Swedish National Agency for Education compare reading skills 
in 1989 (?), 1992, 1995 and 2003. The studies organised in Stockholm allows comparisons over the years 
1993 to 1999 in grade 3 and 1997 to 2000 in grade 8. Also the PISA study may contribute, but only with 
two assessments in 2000 and 2003.  
   Is it possible to speak about general trends based on the information available from the different studies? 
What may be the directions of these trends? Have reading skills among children and young people 
improved or do they read worse now than they used to do? How may changes in reading skills relate to 
changes in education policy and general changes in society during these years? 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
There has been much more research on reading than on any other skill taught in schools. 
The only skill, which to some extent has been researched with the same intensity as 
reading, is mathematics. Even if it can be argued that a number of skills and knowledge 
areas are of importance there are good reasons to argue that reading is a key skill. 
 
Reading can be regarded as one of the crucial skills which students learn in school. For 
students, learning to read is a way of adapting to the demands of the education system 
and, in the long term, to society as a whole. Good reading skills are essential to the 
student’s ability to learn other school subjects as well as for continuation to further 
education and the transfer to the world of work (Lynch & Hudson, 1991). There is an 
obvious risk that children who fail to learn to read will develop a low self-esteem, which 
in turn will affect their entire schooling. Such students come to regard themselves as 
failures and incompetent, thereby losing control over their own situation (Taube, 1988; 
Swalander & Taube, in press). After completed education reading remains an important 
skill in almost all workplaces and in all the different spheres of life in the society and the 
private life. 
 
In addition to the fact that reading is a key skill, reading is also a skill, which in 
comparison with many other skills, is not too difficult to test. This aspect may also have 
contributed to the comparatively large number of studies about students` reading skills. 
 
Sweden has participated in several international surveys since the beginning of the 60’. 
Thanks to this, it is possible to do a number of national and international comparisons. In 
addition to the international surveys there have also been several national surveys. Some 
of the surveys on reading allow comparisons over time.  
 
The main purpose of this paper is to gather available data, from national and international 
studies, concerning reading comprehension among Swedish students from 1970 until 
2003 in order to try to analyse how reading skills have developed in Sweden during this 
period. The result of the analysis will be used as a point of departure for discussion. 
 
The questions to which we would like to find “answers” are:    

- Is it possible to speak about general trends?  
- What may be the directions of these trends?  
- Have reading skills among children and young people improved or do they read 

worse now than they used to do?  
 
 
2. SURVEYS ON READING 
To analyse the development of reading among Swedish students the following surveys 
will be used: 

- Reading surveys organised by IEA1: IEA Six Subject Survey in 1970 and IEA 
Reading Literacy Study in 1991 and PIRLS2 in 2001 (Thorndike, 1973; Elley, 

1 The International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement. 
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1992; Taube, 1995a; Martin, Mullis, Gonzalez, & Kennedy, 2003; Mullis, Martin, 
Gonzalez, & Kennedy, 2003; Skolverket, 2003a). 

- The National Evaluations done by the Swedish National Agency for 
Education: 1992, 1995 and 2003 (Skolverket, 2004a)  

- The PISA3 study: 2000 and 2003 (OECD, 2001, 2004; Skolverket, 2001, 2004b). 
- The Stockholm studies: 1993 – 1999 (1999 (Taube, 1993a; Taube 1994; Taube 

1996; Taube & Skarlind, 1996; Taube & Skarlind, 1997a; Taube, Skarlind & 
Karlsson, 1998a; Taube, Skarlind & Karlsson, 1999a) and 1997 – 2000 ((Taube & 
Skarlind, 1997b; Taube, Skarlind & Karlsson, 1998b; Taube, Skarlind & 
Karlsson, 1999b; Taube & Skarlind, 2000). 

 
In addition to the studies in Stockholm there have also been a number of similar studies 
in other municipalities in Sweden (Ekerö, Härnösand, Kristianstad, Nacka, Sollentuna, 
Tyresö, Täby and Upplands Väsby). None of these studies have been repeated as many 
times as the studies in Stockholm. These studies will not be covered in this paper. 
 
There have also been some surveys on reading in the adult population (OECD 1997; 
2000b) in which Sweden has participated. These studies will not be included in this 
paper. The paper will only cover surveys on reading among school students. 
 
Table 1 below shows the international studies on reading in which Swedish students have 
participated . 
 
Table 1. International studies on reading. 
Study Year Grades covered in the Swedish study 
IEA Six Subject Survey Study 1970 Grade 3, 4 and 8 and the last grade 

of upper secondary education 
IEA Reading Literacy 1991 Grade 3 and 8 
PISA 2000 Grade 9 
PIRLS 2001 Grade 3 and 4 
PISA  2003 Grade 9 
Sources: Elley, 1992; Mullis et al, 2003; OECD, 2001, 2004; Thorndike, 1973. 
 
In section 2 these surveys will be shortly presented and in section 3 they will be used to 
make a comparison of the reading skills of Swedish students over time. 
 
 
2.1. IEA’s reading surveys 
IEA is the organisation that started to organise international comparative surveys. 
Surveys have been organised for different subjects and within different age groups. The 
surveys that have been organised on reading have had the objectives to compare students’ 
achievement, their voluntary reading and their attitudes towards reading. Comparisons 
have been both national and international. Another important objective has been to try to 
understand and explain differences in student skills. To do this it has been necessary to 

2 Progress in Reading Literacy Study. 
3 Programme for International Student Assessment 
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collect not only information through the reading tests, but also through questionnaires to 
students, teachers and head teachers.  
 
Sweden has participated in all the reading studies organised by IEA (Hansson, 1975; 
Taube, 1995a; Skolverket, 2003a). 
 
The IEA surveys have measured what is regarded as traditional content areas related to 
reading comprehension. The construction and the selection of items have been done 
jointly by the participating countries based on what is relevant from the perspective of 
national curricula and syllabi. This means that the tasks are covering those areas which 
are covered by all national curricula and syllabi. 
 
The first IEA survey was in 1970 and covered science, reading literacy, literature 
comprehension, civics, English as foreign language and French as a foreign language. 
The study was referred to as the Six Subject study. 19 countries participated in the survey 
which included students 10 years and 14 years old as well as students in the last grade of 
upper secondary education. The 14 year olds were chosen because they would in most 
countries be in the final grade of compulsory education and the upper secondary students 
were seen as those students that would later on be recruited to higher education. The 
tested students were in Sweden those students aged 10 in grade 3 and 4. The 14 year old 
students were in grade 8 and then also students in the final grade of upper secondary 
education were tested (Thorndike, 1973; Hansson, 1975). 
 
IEA organised a new study on reading literacy in 1991, twenty years after the first study. 
About 32 countries participated in this study (Elley, 1992). Most countries organised the 
surveys with students from the age group 9 to 10 years old (in Sweden grade 3) and 14 to 
15 years old (in Sweden grade 8) (Taube, 1995a). The reading test contained three 
different types of texts: narrative texts, expository texts and so called documents.  
 
Still another study on reading literacy was organised by IEA in 2001, usually referred to 
as PIRLS (Martin, Mullis, Gonzalez, & Kennedy, 2003; Mullis, Martin, Gonzalez, & 
Kennedy, 2003). 
  
Within PIRLS a special substudy was organised, “The Trends Report”. In this study the 
same test as in 1991 was used, which made it possible to study changes in students` 
reading skills since 1991. In this special study eight other countries in addition to Sweden 
participated.  
 
 
2.2. PISA 
The OECD4 has organised the PISA studies in 2000 (OECD, 2001) and 2003 (OECD, 
2004). The PISA study has been directed towards measuring what is referred to as 
reading literacy. The students who have participated have been 15 years old. The 
knowledge and skills tested are “defined not preliminary in terms of a common 

4 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.  
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denominator of national curricula but in terms of what skills are deemed to be essential 
for future life” (OECD, 1999). The link to the national curricula of the participating 
countries has been weaker than in the IEA studies. Knowledge and skills relevant for life 
may in most countries correspond to the aims and objectives of the national curriculum, 
but this is not necessarily the case everywhere. 
 
Sweden has participated in the PISA studies (Skolverket, 2001, 2004b). Around 30 
countries participated in PISA 2000 and about 40 in PISA 2003. PISA measured not only 
Reading Literacy but also Science and Mathematical Literacy. In PISA 2000 Reading 
Literacy was the main area and in PISA 2003 Mathematical Literacy. However all three 
subjects were included in both assessments. Three types of reading processes were 
measured: retrieving information, interpreting and reflecting. Two main types of texts 
were used: continuous and non-continuous.  
 
 
2.3. The surveys organised by National Agency of education 
The Swedish National Agency of Education5 has organised National Evaluations in year 
1992, 1995 and in year 2003 in which reading skills have been included (Häggström, 
1993; Taube & Skarlind, 1997b; Skolverket, 2004a, 2004c, 2005). The National 
assessment in 1992 and 1995 included students in grade 2, 5 and 9 and the evaluation in 
2003 included students in grade 5 and 9. 
 
The different studies have contained different types of tasks. The instrument used for 
students in grade 2 in 1992 contained questions to texts the students are confronted with 
in normal life inside and outside of the classroom. They had to read sentences, stories and 
documents such as short newspaper articles, advertisements and tables. The test used for 
the grade 5 students the same year included a number of texts on the theme “The school”. 
Some of these texts were from a book for young persons. Some of these texts had earlier 
appeared in a study from 1989 and some also appeared in the test for the grade 9 students 
the same year. The test also contained pictures with short expressions linked to each 
picture. The grade 9 students had to complete the same test as the grade 5 students in 
order to examine how reading skills developed in school. In addition to these, the national 
standard tests which had been used in 1991 were used (Skolverket, 1993; Holmberg, 
1993a, 1993b). 
 
The study in 1995 for grade 2 contained a simple reading comprehension test with 40 
items which were to be done in 10 minutes. The student had to choose the picture which 
best corresponded to a text. The test also contained so called word chains through which 
the students’ word recognition was tested. In addition, the students also had to read 5 or 7 
texts (depending on which version of the test they were given) and to respond to a 
number of accompanying questions.  In grade 5 the test focused on the functional reading 
skill. There were no narrative texts, but instead texts about different professions. In grade 
9 the functional reading skills were tested as in grade 5. In addition to the same texts as 

5 The Swedish National Agency for Education – in Swedish Skolverket. 
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used for grade 5, the students in grade 9 also had to read authentic texts about the same 
professions (Holmberg, 1997; Taube & Skarlind, 1997c). 
 
The test for grade 5 in 2003 contained four subtests with different texts and questions. 
The main purpose with the study was to follow development over time. Parts of the items 
used in 1992 were used in the test.  
 
 

2.4. Surveys in Stockholm 
There have also been a number of studies undertaken only in Sweden. The reading skills 
of all students in grade 3 in Stockholm were tested during 1993 – 1999 (Taube, 1993a; 
Taube 1994; Taube 1996; Taube & Skarlind, 1996; Taube & Skarlind, 1997a; Taube, 
Skarlind & Karlsson, 1998a; Taube, Skarlind & Karlsson, 1999a) while the reading 
comprehension of grade 8 students was tested 1997 – 2000 (Taube & Skarlind, 1997b; 
Taube, Skarlind & Karlsson, 1998b; Taube, Skarlind & Karlsson, 1999b; Taube & 
Skarlind, 2000). A number of other municipalities in Sweden have also participated in 
similar projects during the years 1994 – 2006. However, here only the studies in 
Stockholm will be presented.  
 
The reading test used in grade 3 was composed of two parts: a word recognition test and 
a text comprehension test. The word recognition test was the same as had been used in 
Sweden as a part of the IEA Reading Literacy study in 1991. It contained 40 words. For 
each word, four pictures were presented. The student was asked to read the word and 
indicate which of the pictures illustrated the word. The purpose of the test was to give 
low achieving students an easy task that they could solve and to find out if low results on 
the text comprehension test could be explained by difficulties in fast and correct word 
recognition. The students were given 3 minutes to complete the test. 
 
The text comprehension test was a modified version of the test used for grade 3 in the 
IEA Reading Literacy study. One of the two booklets from the IEA Reading Literacy 
study was used. The test contained 26 out of the 66 tasks, and 6 texts of the 15 texts that 
had originally been included in the IEA test. The 6 texts were different in character: 2 
texts were narrative, 1 was expository and 3 were documents (such as maps and tables). 
Each text was followed by a number of tasks related to the text — 26 tasks in total. The 
students were given 35 minutes to complete the test. The reason for modifying the IEA 
test came from a belief that a shorter version would be sufficient to give a picture of the 
level of students’ reading skills. It was also considered that a too long test could be seen 
as too time-consuming and too demanding by the teachers who had to administer the test. 
 
Also, in the grade 8 study, a modified version of the IEA Reading Literacy test for grade 
8 was used. One of the booklets from the IEA Reading Literacy study with texts and 
tasks was used. The test contained 40 out of the 89 tasks and 9 texts out of the 19 that had 
been part of the IEA test. The 9 texts were different in character: 3 were narrative, 2 
expository and 4 documents. Each text was followed by a number of tasks related to the 
text, 40 tasks in total. The students were given 40 minutes to complete the test. The 
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reasons for using a shorter version of the test than the original IEA test was the same as 
those mentioned above.  
 
In order to collect information about the students, their backgrounds and their school 
situations, the reading tests were complemented with a list with information about the 
students which each teacher having the main responsibility for the class was asked to 
complete. In all the surveys in Stockholm, a student questionnaire and a teacher 
questionnaire were used to get further information about the students’ home background 
and their situation at school.  
 

2.5. An overview of the studies 
All the data mentioned in sections 2.1 – 2.4, some published and some not yet published, 
provide an opportunity to analyse questions related to students´ reading.  
 
Figure 1 gives an overview of the different studies. 
 
IEA Six Subject 
Study 1970 

IEA Reading 
Literacy Study 
1991 

 IEA PIRLS 2001  

   OECD PISA 
2000 

OECD PISA 
2003 

 National Agency 
for Education 
1992 

National Agency 
for Education 
1995 

 National Agency 
for Education 
2003 

Surveys in Stockholm 1993, 94, 95, 96, 97, 98, 99 and 2000 
Figure 1: An overview of different studies on reading organised in Sweden. 
 
 
In the first row of figure 2, all studies which have been organised in Sweden for younger 
students are listed and the second row shows the studies organised for older students. 
 
 
Studies of 
reading 
among 
younger 
students 

IEA Six 
Subject 
Study 
1970 
 
Grade 3 
and 4 

IEA 
Reading 
Literacy 
Study1991 
 
Grade 3 

National 
Agency 
for 
Education 
1992 
Grade 2 
and 5 

National 
Agency 
for 
Education 
1995 
Grade 2 
and 5 

Surveys in 
Stockholm 
1993, 94, 
95, 96, 97, 
98 and 99 
Grade 3 

IEA 
PIRLS 
2001 
 
 
Grade 3 
and 4 

National 
Agency 
for 
Education 
2003 
Grade 5 

 
Studies 
of 
reading 
among 
older 
students 

IEA Six 
Subject 
study 
1970 
 
Grade 8 
and 12 

IEA 
Reading 
Literacy 
1991 
 
Grade 8 

National 
Agency 
for 
Education 
1992 
Grade 9 
Grade 3 
and 8 

National 
Agency 
for 
Education 
1995 
Grade 9 

Surveys in 
Stockholm 
1997, 98, 
99 and 
2000 
Grade 8 

OECD 
PISA 
2000 
 
 
Grade 9 

National 
Agency 
for 
Education 
2003 
Grade 9 

OECD 
PISA 
2003 
 
 
Grade 9 

Figure 2: An overview of reading studies in Sweden for different age groups. 
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Some of the studies have been repeated, or partly repeated, several times. This makes it 
possible to make some comparisons over time. 
 
The IEA studies in 1970, 1991 and 2001 have been organised in such a way so that it is 
possible to compare the reports. 
 
The PISA studies 2000 and 2003 included in Sweden students in grade 9. A sample of the 
items used in PISA 2000 were also used in PISA 2003 so that comparisons between the 
two measurements could be done in an acceptable way. 
 
The National Agency for Education (in Swedish Skolverket) has organised the national 
evaluation in several subjects, among them reading, in grade 5 and 9 in 1992, 1995 and 
2003. These studies are comparable and are organised to make it possible to see how the 
level of achievement of students at different years develop. 
 
The studies in Stockholm have used the same test every year and should be possible to 
compare. 
 

3. HAVE READING SKILLS IMPROVED OR GOT WORSE? 
In this section of the paper the results concerning reading abilities among Swedish 
students in each of the surveys mentioned earlier will be presented. 
 
Taking all the data of reading research in Sweden, what kind of patterns may be 
distinguished? Is it possible at all to speak about general trends? What may be the 
directions of these trends? Have reading skills among children and young people 
improved or do they read worse now than they used to do?  
 

3.1. Results from IEA studies 
The two IEA-studies from 1970 and 1991 offered a unique possibility for a comparison 
over time since six of the texts used in 1991 was the same as the one used in 1970. For 
the younger students the result on 21 items connected to four texts and for the older 
students 19 items connected to three texts were used. For the group of younger students 
results from 10-year old students in grade three were compared over time. For the older 
students results from 14-year old students in grade eight were compared. 
 
Table 2. Mean reading achievement scores and standard deviations (SD) for 10 year old 

boys and girls in grade three in 1970 and in 1991. 
 1970 1991 
Gender  N Mean SD n Mean SD 
Boys 514 11.34 4.87 554 11.76 4.28 
Girls 463 11.86 4.72 535 12.49 4.00 
Source:Taube, 1993b. 
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The survey shows very similar results in 1970 as compared to 1991. The only signs of a 
difference was among the very low performing students where a minor improvement of 
the reading comprehension was found in 1991.  
 
Table 3. Mean reading achievement scores and standard deviations (SD) for 14 year old 

boys and girls in grade eight in 1970 and 1991. 
Gender 1970 1991 
 n Mean SD N Mean SD 
Boys 555 12.40 4.16 1189 12.18 3.37 
Girls 644 11.99 4.03 1142 12.31 3.29 
Source:Taube, 1993b. 
 
No significant differences in reading comprehension were found between 14-year old 
boys and girls in grade eight who were tested in 1970 and in 1991 (Taube, 1993) 
 
Thus, no change in reading comprehension was found among either younger or older 
Swedish students during the long period from 1970 to 1991. 
 
In IEA:s so called Trend study Swedish students in grade 3 in 2001 were compared with 
students in the same grade in 1991 and by using the same reading test. The results are 
shown in the table below. 
 
 Table 4. Results on reading tests, Swedish students in grade 3 in 1991 and 2001 
Year Text comprehension mean 
1991 505 
2001 486 
Source: Rosén & Olofsson, 2004. 
 
As can be seen in table 4 the Swedish students in 2001 had significantly lower results 
than the students in 1991. 
 

3.2. Results from the PISA studies 
A comparison of the Swedish results in reading in PISA 2000 and 2003 showed no 
significant differences 516 points in PISA 2000 and 514 points in PISA 2003). 
 
Table 5 shows a more detailed picture of the distribution of the Swedish students in the 
PISA study in 2000 and 2003. 
 
Table 5. Results of the Swedish Students on the PISA study. 
Percentile 10th 25th 75th 90th 
2000 392 456 581 630 
2003 390 453 582 631 
Source: Skolverket, 2004b. 
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As can be seen in table 5 are there no significant differences in the student average in 
different percentiles. 

3.3. Results from the surveys organised by the National Agency 
of Education 
The surveys organised by the National Agency of Education have been administrated in 
grade 2, grade 5 and grade 9. 
 
In grade 2 tests were organised in 1992 and 1995. In the National Assessments of reading 
in 1992 (Häggström, 1993) the result was very positive. A majority of the students 
showed a satisfactory start in their reading. Their reading had developed from sound 
blending to sight word reading. However, around 20 percent of the students were still 
slow readers. The results from 1995 however showed a certain decrease in reading 
performance from 1992 to 1995 (Taube & Skarlind, 1997c). 
 
In grade 5 tests were organised in 1992, 1995 and 2003. In 1992 the main picture of the 
reading ability was positive. Almost all students in grade 5 had acquired a reading ability 
where they could syntesize letters into words, words into sentences and simple reading 
comprehension. In the national evaluation of reading in 1995 results from both 1992 and 
1995 were compared. The result showed a slight decrease of reading performance over 
the period (Skolverket, 1997). The national assessment in grade 5 in 2003 showed a 
decrease in reading ability during the period 1992-2003. The score-limits for the five 
percent lowest performing readers were lower in 2003 on all tests used (Skolverket, 
2004c). 
 
Students in grade 9 were tested in 1992, 1995 and 2003. In 1992 the results in reading for 
grade 9 students showed that the text used was easy for most of the students in grade 9 
and that there were considerable ceiling effects. However, a comparison of the results on 
the same reading test used in 1992 and 2003 showed a much higher percentage of poor 
readers in 2003 than in 1992 (see figure 3 and 4). 
 
Both the test in 1992 and in 2003 contained a number of questions related to a text called 
“The first school day” (in Swedish “Första skoldagen”). In figure 3 below are the 
differences in the student results between 1992 and 2005 shown. 
 
 

 10 



 
Figure3: Comparison of student results on the items related to the text “The first shoolday” in 
1992 and 2005. Source:  Elmeroth, 2005, p. 147. 
 
 
Both the test in 1995 and in 2003 contained a number of questions related to a text called 
“Our professions” (in Swedish “Våra arbeten”). In figure 4 below are the differences in 
the student results between 1995 and 2005 shown. 
 
 

 
Figure 4: Comparison of student results on the items related to the text “Our professions” in 
1995 and 2003. Source: Elmeroth, 2005, p. 148. 
 
 
In 1992 the limit for the 10 percent lowest performing readers was at 8 scores. In 2003 as 
much as 26 percent of the students failed to pass this score.  A comparison between the 
assessments in 1995 and 2003 showed a much lower result in reading in 2003. The 
variance between the students is considerable. Thus, over time the difference between the 
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students have increased and more students have lower results in comparison with 1995 
(Skolverket, 2005). 
 
To conclude, the national assessments of reading in Sweden have showed satisfactory 
results until 1995 where a decrease in reading ability have been reported for all three 
grades 2, 5 and 9. Between 1995 and 2003 the decline continues even further.  
 
 
3.4. Results from the studies in Stockholm 
The seven studies in grade 3 from 1993 to 1999 and the four studies in grade 8 from 1997 
to 2000 offers a possibility to see how reading skills developed among students in 
Stockholm during a large part of the 90’s’. 
 
 
Table 6. Results on reading  test: Students in grade 3 in Stockholm 1993 – 1999. 
Year Number of 

students 
Word recognition test Text comprehension test 

Mean Standarddeviation Mean Standarddeviation 
1993 5 325 35,2 7,1 20,9 4,9 
1994 5 671 34,9 7,5 20,9 5,0 
1995 6 004 34,8 7,6 20,4 5,2 
1996 6 112 35,3 7,1 20,6 5,0 
1997 6 420 34,9 7,6 20,4 5,2 
1998 6 789 35,0 7,4 20,5 5,1 
1999 7 153 35,7 7,1 20,5 5,1 
1993-99    43 474     
Source: Taube, 1993a; Taube, 1994; Taube & Skarlind, 1996; Taube & Skarlind, 1997a; Taube, 
Skarlind & Karlsson, 1998a; Taube, Skarlind & Karlsson, 1999a. 
 
 
In grade 3 the results differ from year to year, but there is no trend over the years. 
 
 
Table 7. Results on reading  test: Students in grade 8 in Stockholm 1997 – 2000. 
Year 

Number of students Text comprehension test 
Mean Standarddeviation 

1997 4 734 30,1 6,8 
1998 5 159 30,2 6,6 
1999 5 400 30,5 6,5 
2000 5 595 29,9 6,8 
1997-2000            20 888   
Source: Taube & Skarlind 1997b; Taube, Skarlind & Karlsson, 1998b; Taube, Skarlind & 
Karlsson, 1999b, Taube & Skarlind 2000. 
 
In grade 8 the results differ from year to year, but there is no trend over the years. 
 
Generally, the studies in both grade 3 and grade 8 in Stockholm do not give any reasons 
to believe that there have been any huge changes in the students` ability to read. 

 12 



4. SWEDEN IN AN INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE 
The development in Sweden will also be put into an international perspective. Often 
Sweden´s rank position in large international studies are more frequently reported in 
media and generally discussed than the actual results in the tests.  
 

4.1. IEA 
In the IEA study in 1970, had the Swedish students aged 10 (in grade 3 and 4) the best 
results among all the participating countries. The 14 year old students and those in the 
final grade of upper secondary education were ranked somewhere in the middle 
(Thorndike, 1973; Hansson 1975). 
 
In the IEA Reading Literacy study in 1991 Sweden was ranked as number three in terms 
of reading comprehension in both populations (Elley, 1992; Taube 1995). 
 
In PIRLS Swedish students were in the top position. The Swedish students showed the 
best results among students in 35 participating countries. Finland did not participate in 
this study. According to the Trend study however, there had been a significant decrease 
in the level of reading skills since 1991. In this special study eight countries participated 
in addition to Sweden. Four of the countries showed significant better results in 2001 
than in 1991, four countries showed no change and only Sweden had a significant lower 
result in 2001. 
 
 
Table 8.  Rank order in the IEA studies students in grade 3 or 4. 
Rank order  IEA 1991 Rank order 2001 Trend study 2001* 

Finland Sweden Greece 
United States Netherlands Slovenia 

Sweden England Iceland 
France Bulgaria Hungary 
Italy Latvia Italy 

New Zealand Canada Singapore 
Norway Lithuania New Zealand 
Iceland Hungary United States 

Hong Kong United States Sweden 
Singapore Italy - 

* Countries are shown in decreasing order of the difference in results between 1991 and 2001. 
Source: Elley, 1993; Mullis, Martin, Gonzalez & Kennedy, 2003; Martin, Mullis, Gonzalez & 
Kennedy, 2003. 
 
It is of interest to note that the Swedish results in terms of rank positions in are very good 
in the IEA studies. At the same time as the Swedish students have the best rank position 
in 2001 it is also noted that Sweden is the only country were the results are less good in 
2001 than in 1991. The contradictory results from the PIRLS study and the TREND study 
have surprisingly not caused a debate in Sweden. 
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4.2. PISA 
The two tables below show Sweden’s rank position in the PISA study in 2000 and the 
study in 2003. 
 
Table  9. Countries which results on the reading test were better, significantly not different 

or less good than the results of the Swedish students. PISA 2000. 
Countries with significantly 
better results than Sweden 

Countries with a result which 
was not significantly different 
from the Swedish result 
(Sweden 516p) 

Countries with less good 
results than Sweden 

Finland (546 p) Australia (528 p) Iceland (507 p) 
Canada (534 p) Ireland (527 p) France (505 p) 
New Zealand (529 p) Korea (525 p) Denmark (497p) 
 United Kingdom (523 p) Switzerland (494 p) 
 Japan (522 p) Spain (493 p) 
 Austria (507p) Czeck republic (492 p) 
 Belgium (507 p) Italy (487 p) 
 Norway (505 p) Germany (484 p) 
 USA (504 p) Hungary (480 p) 
  Poland79 p) 
  Greece (474 p) 
  Portugal (470 p) 
  Luxemburg (441 p) 
  Mexico (422 p) 
Source: Skolverket, 2001. 
 
 
In PISA 2000, students from three countries were significantly better than Swedish 
students. Students from nine countries were at the same level as the Swedish students and 
Swedish students were significantly better than students in the other countries. 
 
In 2003 the average Swedish score was 514 compared with 516 in 2000. There is no 
significant difference between these two results. Four countries showed results that were 
significantly better than the Swedish results.  
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Table 10.   Countries which results on the reading test were better, significantly not different      
or less good than the results of the Swedish students.  PISA 2003. 

Countries with significantly 
better results than Sweden 

Countries with a result which 
was not significantly different 
from the Swedish result ( 
(Sweden 514 p) 

Countries with less good 
results than Sweden 

OECD-countries OECD- countries OECD- countries 
Finland (543 p) New Zealand (522 p) Norway (500 p) 
South Korea (534 p) Ireland (515 p) Switzerland (499 p) 
Canada (528 p) The Netherlands (513 p) Japan (498 p) 
Australia (525 p) Belgium (507 p) Poland (497 p) 
  France (496 p) 
  USA (495 p) 
 Other countries Denmark (492 p) 
 Liechtenstein (525 p) Iceland (492 p) 
 Hongkong-China (510 p) Germany (491 p) 
  Austria (491 p) 
  Czech republic (489 p) 
  Hungary (482 p) 
  Spain (481 p) 
  Luxemburg (479 p) 
  Portugal (478 p) 
  Italy(476 p) 
  Greece (472 p) 
  Slovakia (469 p) 
  Turkey (441 p) 
  Mexiko (422 p) 
   
  Other countries 
  Macau-China (498 p) 
  Latvia (491 p) 
  Russia (442 p) 
  Uruguay (434 p) 
  Thailand (420 p) 
  Serbia – Montenegro (412 p) 
  Brasil (403 p) 
  Indonesia (375 p) 
  Tunisia(375 p) 
Source: Skolverket, 2004b. 
 
 
Generally, it can be said that there are no big difference between the Swedish results in 
2000 and 2003 neither in comparison with other countries nor in comparison between the 
results from the two years. In some media it was claimed that Swedish students had got 
worse in reading due to the fact that a higher number of countries had a significantly 
better results than Sweden in 2003 than in 2000. Actually the difference was that instead 
of three countries with significantly better results in 2000 there were four countries in 
2003. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS AND GENERAL DISCUSSION 
If we look at all these studies it is possible to make comparison over time for the period 
between 1970 and 1991, for the 90’ and for the first parts of the 2000’. For the period 
1970 and 1991 we have the IEA studies in 1970 and in 1991 which have been compared 
by Taube (1993b). For the 90’ we have several studies. To analyse the changes between 
1991 and 2001 the IEA study from 1991 and PIRLS can be used. The studies made by the 
National Agency for Education in 1992, 1995 and 2001 have been analysed in a report 
from the National Agency for Education (Skolverket, 2003c). The studies in Stockholm 
have partly been analysed in some of the reports on these projects. For the early part of 
the 2000’ we have the possibility to compare the PISA study in 2000 and in 2003 and we 
also have reports from Stockholm. 
 
Taube’s analyse of the IEA study in 1971 and in 1991 shows that there were no 
indication of any significant change between these years. Based on the data that is 
available it would be possible to conclude that Swedish students read more or less equally 
well in 1991 as in 1971. 
 
For the 90’s we have more studies to base our analysis on and the results are also partly 
contradicting.  
 
As has been shown in the tables 6 and 7 it is not possible to distinguish any trend in the 
results from the reading tests in Stockholm. This can be compared with the results from 
the national evaluations (Skolverket, 2004c). In these evaluations it was shown that in 
1995 6 % of the students in grade 3 were regarded as weak readers. 2001 had this number 
grown to 8 % (a. a., p. 58). The results from the international reading study PIRLS 
(Skolverket, 2003a) made it possible to make a comparison between the reading skills of 
Swedish students in the IEA Reading Literacy Study 1991 and in PIRLS 2001. The 
results show clearly that the Swedish students had less good skills in reading 
comprehension and in reading speed in 2001 than in 1991 (a. a., s. 10). An interesting 
question to further investigate is if these different results between the national studies and 
the Stockholm studies are actually a result of better reading skills in some parts of the 
country than in others, difference in methods of measuring reading skills or whether there 
are other reasons explaining the differences. 
 
To summarise it can be concluded that two studies indicate changes in the 90´: the IEA 
Reading Literacy study in 1991 and PIRLS in 2001 as well as the evaluation organised by 
the National Agency for Education in 1995 and 2001. The studies organised in 
Stockholm in grade 3 1993 to 1999 as well as the studies in grade 8 1997 to 2000 do not 
show any significant change in the results. 
 
The PISA studies in 2000 and 2003 do not show any significant changes in the average 
results of the Swedish students.  
 
One conclusion that can be drawn from the results presented in this paper is that it seems 
likely that there has been a decline in reading skills among younger students during the 
90’ in Sweden. Linked to this are two further questions: 
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• How can this be explained? 
• How can the differences in results between IEA studies / Skolverket and the 

Stockholm studies be explained?  
 
Possible reasons behind a decline in reading skills have already been elaborated in a 
report from the National Agency for Education (Skolverket, 2004a). Such reasons are: 

• Cuts in municipal school budgets, 
• Changed working methods in schools, 
• A teacher shortage and partly as a result of that less teachers in schools, 
• Changed reading habits among children and young people.  

 
The report ”Grundskolan i blickpunkten” (in eng.”Comprehensive school in focus”) 
highlights the growing multiplicity of approaches to life among young people and the 
growing differences in living conditions. These trends may add to uncertainty among 
young people. The report also refers to that the possibilities to communicate have 
increased through the more and more widespread use of mobile telephones and 
computers. This has lead to the establishment of new language patterns and sources for 
knowledge. Both local and global situations are present in the life of young people in a 
way which earlier generations have not experienced. 
 
The report points at a number of changes in the schools during the 90’. During the 90’ the 
main responsibility for schools in Sweden was transferred from the national government 
to the municipalities. Through new legislation it became easier to start independent 
schools which were funded by the municipalities but run by associations, companies or 
others. More independent schools were founded as never before. These changes which 
gave parents and students more possibilities to choose schools radically changed the 
conditions under which schools worked. At the same time as these changes took place 
many municipalities faced economic difficulties. These difficulties lead in many cased to 
less resources allocated to schools and changes within the schools. The teacher student 
ratio grew with in average 20 % during 1991 and 1996. The total amount of resources per 
student decreased during the same period with 10 %. 
 
I addition to this the work in schools have been much more covered by media and more 
discussed in society. This may have been a result of clearer objectives in the curriculum 
and increased opportunities for parents to choose schools. 
 
In addition to these reasons mentioned in the report from the National Agency for 
Education one more reason can be mentioned; less competencies in reading instruction 
among teachers. In spring 2005 the National Agency for Higher Education noticed in 
their evaluation of the new education for teachers that knowledge about reading and 
reading instruction was one of the areas which had not been sufficiently covered in the 
teacher programmes (Gabrielsson, 2005). Many of the teacher students who have been 
affected by this have not started to teach yet, but it may be relevant to assume that the 
lack of emphasis on reading and reading instruction in teacher education not only is a 
result of the most recent reform but a result of a long term trend in teacher education. 
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As we could se above there was a difference between the IEA tests and the evaluation 
made by the National Agency of Education on one hand and on the other hand the studies 
which have been made in Stockholm during the 90’. How can this difference be 
explained? One possible explanation could of course be that the results are different due 
to different methods of measurement. This is not completely true. The tests in Stockholm 
were built on the IEA tests and could be assumed to measure more or less the same 
things. Another possible explanation could be that Stockholm actually is different from 
other parts of Sweden. This may certainly be the case in several areas. We know that 
there are differences in the demography between Stockholm and many other parts of 
Sweden. The population in Stockholm generally has a higher level of education than 
other parts and especially than rural areas (SCB, 2006). Due to that it may also have been 
easier for Stockholm to attract qualified teachers than for many other municipalities. 
Recent statistics show that the there is a higher percentage of qualified teachers in 
Stockholm than in many other parts of Sweden (Lärarförbundet/Lärarnas Riksförbund, 
2006). It may be reasonable to assume that this has also been the case during large parts 
of the 90’. Most Swedish municipalities experienced financial difficulties in the 90’. It 
may be that these difficulties were less articulated in Stockholm. These reasons can 
certainly be further investigated. 
 
Finally, also some words about national trends and international comparison. As we have 
seen international comparison can give another picture than national comparison over 
time. In the PIRLS study the Swedish students had the best results among the 
participating countries, while the trend study within the same study showed that there 
hade been a decline in reading skills among Swedish students between 1991 and 2001. In 
the case of the PISA study media focused on the lower rank position of Sweden in 2003, 
but not on the fact that there had been no significant change in reading skills among 
Swedish students between 2000 and 2003. It is crucial to note that rank orders and 
national comparison over time do not necessarily give the same type of information. It is 
important to collect data that makes both types of comparison possible and to analyse the 
data from both these two perspectives. 
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