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Abstract 

Semiotics and the concept of signs can be used to analyse the signs that can be found in a 

Swedish primary school in order to understand and expand our understanding of the role of 

signifiers, including cultural ones, in child education. The study identifies what signs can be 

found, what purpose they have and what category of sign they belong to, whether they are signs 

as defined by Saussure, how they might be categorized within Peirce‘s triadic typology and, 

applying Barthes’ notion of cultural signification, the extent to which they contribute to 

maintaining and promoting a school’s identity and values. In order to analyse the signs, a 

Swedish public primary school located in Halmstad was visited and the visible signs were 

photographed and catalogued. In order to confirm the intentions behind the design and meaning 

of signs, an interview with a senior teacher was arranged. The result, and signs, that were 

documented and described; these included drawings, emergency escape signs, posters, diplomas 

and other instructions with picture or sign language representations. The signs were categorized 

and analysed using semiotic theories of signs suggested by Saussure, Peirce and Barthes. The 

study facilitates a clearer understanding of the range of functions of signs in schools, both for 

practical purposes and as signifiers of culture and identity, and also highlights the possible 

applications and limitations of using semiotic theories in investigating generated meanings in 

physical locations. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background 

The concept of signs and signification within semiotics is interesting to research and learn more 

about and to do that it would be interesting to discover what signs can be found in a Swedish 

primary school, as well as their purpose and what they mean. In order to analyse the signs, a 

typical Swedish primary school will be visited and the visible signs recorded and catalogued. A 

representative of the school, specifically an experienced teacher, will be interviewed in order to 

establish and confirm her understanding of the purposes of the signs found. These will then be 

subject to the semiotic categorization and analysis using the theoretical approaches suggested by 

Saussure, Peirce and Barthes. 

1.2. Aim 

This study is designed to identify the kinds of signs that the children, parents and staff encounter 

when entering and working in a typical Swedish primary school. It will then analyse the use of 

signs that can be found in a Swedish primary school from a semiotic approach, specifically the 

semiotic concept of signs and cultural semiotics. The purpose of this study is to answer the 

following research questions:  

1. What signs can be found in a Swedish primary school?  

2. What purpose do the signs have? 

3. What different types of signs are they? For example, are they signs as would be designed 

under Saussure? Or are they signs under Peirce‘s triadic typology, such as an icon, index 

or symbol? Also, could they be considered a cultural sign, as described by Barthes? 
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1.3. Scope 

The primary school selected for this study is one of 38 primary schools located in Halmstad, 

Sweden. It is one of the 34 primary schools that are public and has around 200 children. It can be 

considered a typical Swedish primary school. 

1.4. Structure  

The study will include a literary review of the different semiotic approaches concerning signs, 

such as theories of sign and signification by Saussure and Peirce, as well as cultural myth 

theories by Barthes and Lévi-Strauss. In order to supply the necessary context for this study, it 

would be informative to explain the structure of the Swedish education system, since the 

education system in Sweden is different in some respects from other countries, and a Swedish 

primary school might constitute a different educational environment from primary schools in 

other countries. This will be followed by the methodology and result, including the primary data, 

what signs were found and a précis of the salient points which have come to light from the 

interview with the teacher. Following this, an analysis will be made of the primary and 

secondary data that has been collected where the signs have been catalogued into the semiotic 

categories. The implications of the finding will be outlined in a discussion and this essay will end 

with a brief conclusion.  
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2. Literary review 

2.1. Semiotics: Signs 

2.1.1. According to Saussure (1916 cited in Nöth, p.59-60), a sign consists of a signifier and a 

signified. Saussure uses a bilateral, or “dyadic”, model of sign with a signifier and signified, 

using the ellipse to represent sign: 

(Based on Chandlers version of the model) 

The signifier is, in Saussure’s model (1916, cited in Nöth, p.59-60), the sound image, in other 

words what a person sees or hears, and the signified is the concept it represents. The signifier and 

the signified are often compared to the two sides of a sheet of paper. They work together, and 

there cannot be one side without the other. The signifier could, for example, take the form of a 

sign outside a store with the text “open” written on it. The concept it represents, or the signified, 

is that the store is open for business and people can enter. The signifier can also be connected to 

multiple different signifieds, for example “open” could be the act of opening something, such as 

a door or pressing a button to open an elevator. The word “shoes” is another example: one person 

might think of high heels and another person might think of sneakers. The concept associated 

with the word, or the referent, also connects the concept to what is related to it; for instance, one 

might think of what sort of person would be wearing the high heels or the sneakers. This is what 

connects the two concepts of the signifier and signified and why they are both necessary. 
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Referents can be connected to the concept of prototypes. Prototypes are described (Hurford, 

Heasley and Smith, 2007, p.87) to be the object that is considered one of the most representative 

exemplars, within its class, and under its superordinate term, and which can be referred to as an 

expression containing the predicate. In other words “The prototype of a predicate can be thought 

of as the most typical member of the extension of a predicate.” (Hurford, Heasley and Smith, 

2007, p.87). The extension is all of the things that the predicate can potentially be referred to, 

when using an expression that includes the predicate as the main element (Hurford, Heasley and 

Smith, 2007, p.81). The predicate “dogs” refers to all the dogs in the universe, “house” refers to 

all houses and “red” refer to all things that are red. The predicate “four-legged” could be an 

animal, such as a cow or a dog, or it could a piece of furniture such as a table or a chair. Two-

legged could refer to a man or it could refer to a bird (Hurford, Heasley and Smith, 2007, p.84). 

The prototype also depends on the regions of the world, for instance the predicate “man” would 

have the prototype medium height average built around 30-50 years old with brown hair in 

certain areas of the world. Muscular body-builder would not be considered the ideal prototype 

for a man (Hurford, Heasley and Smith, p.87). 

 (Copy of image in Hurford, Heasley and Smith, 2007, p.88) 
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The first bird (1) would be considered a typical prototype of a bird in Europe and North America, 

as well as the first house (4) (Hurford, Heasley and Smith, p.88). A skyscraper would be a 

prototype for the predicate “building” in New York City but it would not be the prototype for a 

building in a small town outside of London. The palm tree (7) would be a prototype for the 

predicate “tree” for someone living in Hawaii while it would not be defined as a prototype for a 

typical tree in other countries (Hurford, Heasley and Smith, p.88-89). 

The relationship between signified and signifier, according to Saussure (1983, cited in Chandler, 

2014), is arbitrary: there is no relation between the actual word and the object described by that 

word. In a language community, there has to be a consensus as to what something is called. It is 

agreed, for example, in English speaking communities that “wolf” is the name of the furry wild 

animal on four legs that howls while, for a Swedish speaker, a wolf is called “varg”, but still 

refers to the same animal. The values of the phonemes |wʊlf|, or the sequence of letters “w-o-l-f”, 

supply the differential since they do not have a direct connection to the object. 

“Saussure argued that signs only make sense as part of a formal, generalised and abstract system.” 

(Saussure 1983, cited in Chandler, 2014). For something to be a sign, it has to relate to other 

signs. Language is one example of such a system:  “Language is a system of signs that express 

ideas, and is therefore comparable to the system of writing, the alphabet, the alphabet of deaf-

mutes, symbolic rites, polite formulas, military signals, etc. Nevertheless, it is the most important 

of all these systems.” (Saussure, 1916, p.16, cited in Nöth, 1990 p.57). Every letter of the 

alphabet and every phoneme are symbols that form words and sentences. The primary means of 

communication is verbal communication. Language is said to be the most important semiotic 

system and the most highly developed (Nöth, 1990, p.227). It is a system of signs that expresses 

ideas and is comparable to the system of writing, such as the alphabet, as well as the alphabet of 
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deaf-mutes (Baskin, 1916, p.16, cited in Nöth, 1990, p.57). Written language has been developed 

from speech and it is a way of recording language (1933, p.21, cited in Nöth, 1990, p.251). It 

evolved from pictography, with the use of drawings and images, into alphabetic writing (Nöth, 

1990, p.251). “The ideal of an alphabetic writing system is to represent each phoneme by one 

grapheme.”(Nöth, 1990, p.256). The aim of creating an alphabet was to represent all spoken 

words but no international alphabet can exist since every language has its own phonetic system. 

The number of letters in each alphabet varies because of the different languages spoken in the 

world. Sign Language is defined, by Nöth (1990, p.279), as the “semiotic systems of gestural 

communication with the communicative potential of a spoken language” and is also developed 

from speech. Sign language represents its signifiers by signifiers taken from both speech and 

written language. It is used where speech is not available such as, for instance, sign language for 

the deaf or the sign language used in monasteries. The Swedish sign language is different from 

other countries’ sign languages such as American Sign Language (ASL) and British Sign 

Language (BSL), which are both different from each other  (Nöth, 1990, p.282). The picture of a 

hand is a sign under Saussure since it does not literally refer to a hand. Each hand represents a 

letter of the sign language alphabet (Nöth, 1990, p.283). Sign language is a part of a system that 

is arbitrary as other forms of language are which makes it a sign under Saussure. 

2.1.2. Peirce stated that “Nothing is a sign unless it is interpreted as a sign.” (1931-58, cited in 

Chandler, 2014). He used a triadic model; this incorporates the concept of the “representamen”, 

the “object” and the “interpretant”. Representamen is the form the sign takes and is similar to 

Saussure’s signifier. The sign must also refer to something and that is called the “object”. The 

last concept is the “interpretant”, which is similar to Saussure’s signified, and is defined as the 

meaning that is interpreted from the sign. Traffic lights are examples of this concept where the 
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lights function as the representamen. The red light means stop and the green light means go and 

that is the interpretant, the idea or concept that a car or a pedestrian has to stop when there is a 

red light, and that the green light means that people are allowed to continue their journey. 

Sign = representamen + object + interpretant (Nöth, 1990, p.60). 

Peirce classifies sign and the relation between representamen and object in his second trichotomy, 

using icon, index and symbol (1931-58, cited in Nöth, p.44). The icon has a resemblance to what 

it represents, for example a portrait of a person or a cartoon representation of something (Peirce, 

1931-58, cited in Chandler, 2014). Icons are also widely used in computing, on the desktop or 

toolbar such as the picture of a recycle bin, a battery, a printer or a pencil or brush for painting 

and photo editing programs such as Paint and Photoshop. The toolbar in Paint and Photoshop 

have a number of buttons with icons representing the different functions included in the program 

that can be used. Onomatopoetic sounds and metaphors can also be considered iconic, for 

instance onomatopoetic sounds such as animal noises have a relation to what they represent, as 

well as onomatopoetic poems such as “The Bells” by Edgar Allan Poe. The index is not arbitrary 

but is, in some way, directly connected to the signified.  It can be a natural sign, for example 

thunder, smoke or an echo. It can also be a man-made sign, such as a clock, a person’s 

handwriting or a photograph. The symbol is arbitrary and has to be learned since the signifier 

does not resemble signified. Language in general, letters of the alphabet, words and phrases are 

examples of arbitrary symbols that have to be learned. Other examples might include flags, 

numbers, traffic lights or the Morse code. 
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2.2. Cultural Myths, Denotation and Connotation 

Myth is defined as a phenomenon of human culture. It is related to both story elements and 

semiotics. The story elements are related to language and the well known part of myths with 

mythical gods and the supernatural. It is said (Wheelright, 1974 and Jolles, 1930, cited in Nöth, 

1990, p.374) to be related to myths as metaphorical narrative which is interpreted on two levels, 

surface level with actions of mythical agents and deep level with existential questions. Barthes 

(1957, cited in Nöth, 1990, p.376) founded the semiotic approach to myths concerning modern 

culture and the dominant ideologies, and it is the version that is used in this case study. Myths 

are also considered a form of extended metaphors in order to understand cultures and different 

experiences within different cultures (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, cited in Chandler, 2014). 

2.2.1. Barthes (1957, p.131) describes myths as being a phenomenon of everyday life and is 

built on connotation and denotation. Barthes (1957, p.131) states that: “This allows one to 

perceive that myth cannot possibly be an object, a concept, or an idea; it is a mode of 

signification, a form.” Myth is a type of speech according to Barthes (1957, p.154). It also serves 

to “naturalize” the messages of the bourgeois class, or the “ruling” class in society, disguising 

particular statements as universal truth and it becomes a norm, or general opinion. “We reach 

here the very principle of myth: it transforms history into nature.”(Barthes, 1957, p.154). It 

contributes to dominant cultural and historical values, attitudes and beliefs to become normal, or 

“go without saying”. It is considered “common sense”. It becomes objective or true reflections of 

reality and appears as though they do not need to be demystified. 

Denotation is generally understood as an approximation of the literal meaning of signs, and how 

dictionaries try to define them. Connotation refers to the socio-cultural and personal associations 
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of the sign. It could, for example, include ideological or emotional associations, depending on 

the interpreter’s age, gender, class or ethnicity. Denotation and connotation help to explain the 

relationship between signifier and signified. Signs are usually more openly interpreted when it 

comes to connotation rather than denotation since it involves the personal interpretations. The 

connotations can contrast depending on, for instance a person’s age, class or gender (Wilden, 

1987, cited in Chandler, 2014). Denotation is the meaning achieved through agreement between 

members of the same speech community and usually only some connotations make sense in any 

given context. The connotations depend on the interpreter’s knowledge “the codes they have 

access to, and sometimes widely recognized within culture” (Chandler, 2014). 

Barthes (1957, cited in Chandler, 2014) uses an adaptation of Hjelmslev’s version of the orders 

of signification. First is the denotative order which is mainly representational (sign is signifier 

and signified), and the second order of signification is the connotative (denotation leading to 

chain of connotation of the signifier). 

(Based on Chandler) 

Denotation and connotation create an ideology and this is sometimes described as the third order 

of signification. It is said to reflect major culturally-variable concept portraying a certain view of 

the world, for example femininity or Englishness. 
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In order to demonstrate cultural myths, denotation and connotation, Barthes (1977, p.33) 

analysed a Panzani advertisement (Appendix 1). Panzani is a brand of pasta from France. The 

picture contains “some packets of pasta, a tin, a sachet, some tomatoes, onions, peppers, a 

mushroom, all emerging from a half-open string bag, in yellows and greens on a red background.” 

(Barthes, 1977, p.33). The linguistic message comes from the marginal caption and the labels 

inserted into the scene. The code of the message is of the French language and in order to 

decipher the text is an understanding of writing and the French language. Barthes (1977, p.48) 

coins the word “Italianicity” to express the essence of everything that could be Italian, such as 

the pasta. The expression “Italianicity” might work alongside and contrast with other constructed 

neologisms such as “Frenchnicity” or “Spanishicity”. 

Looking at the image itself, Barthes explains (1977, p.34-35) that the Panzani advertisement has 

a series of discontinuous signs, which means they do not have a syntax or grammar, but are all 

present in the same image. The first sign is the idea of returning from a market after purchasing 

groceries. The signifier is the bag that is half-opened and lets the groceries spread out on the 

table. The signified implies that the products are fresh and the other euphoric value of “the 

essentially domestic preparation for which they are destined” (Barthes, 1977 p.34). The second 

sign concerns the colours. The signifier is the tomatoes and peppers that are brought together 

with the colours yellow, green and red of the poster. The signified is Italy, or “Italianicity”. “This 

sign stands in a relation of redundancy with the connoted sign of the linguistic message (the 

Italian assonance of the name Panzani) and the knowledge it draws upon is already more 

particular; it is a specifically 'French' knowledge (an Italian would barely perceive the 

connotation of the name, no more probably than he would the Italianicity of tomato and pepper), 

based on a familiarity with certain tourist stereotypes.” (Barthes, 1977 p.34-35). 
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The symbolic message that is connoted is cultural and discontinuous even when signifier is the 

whole image. Signs drawn from cultural code depend on knowledge invested in image such as 

practical, national, cultural or aesthetic. The net bag in the advertisement is another connotative 

sign that can be identified, among others. It can signify the catching of many fishes and that there 

is plenty of something (Barthes, 1977 p.46). Full comprehension is contingent upon the viewer’s 

resources in terms of knowledge about tourism, housekeeping and knowledge of art in order to 

obtain more of the connoted message (Barthes, 1977 p.47). 

2.2.2. Lévi-Strauss (1958, cited in Nöth, 1990, p.375) developed a structural method of myth 

analysis trying to define the organisation of different sign systems as “languages” with myths 

and kinship rules. “Myths are messages based on a code with structures similar to those of a 

language”. (Lévi-Strauss, 1958, cited in Nöth, 1990, p.375) Myths help to conceptualise and 

organise certain experiences and systems within a culture and contribute to our understand 

cultures (Lévi-Strauss, 1972, cited in Chandler, 2014). 

Lévi-Strauss also noted: “. . .the sign is arbitrary a priori but ceases to be arbitrary a posteriori - 

after the sign has come into historical existence it cannot be arbitrarily changed.” (Lévi-Strauss, 

1972, cited in Chandler, 2014) along with an example from Chandler of the colour red being 

associated with danger long before it was used for traffic lights and stop signs. Red was 

associated with blood, the devil and evil omens and an indicator of danger (Paterson, 2005, 

p.325). 

In order to obtain a greater understanding of the environment surrounding the primary school 

that is used in this case study, the next subchapter will describe the Swedish school system, how 

it functions and how it is regulated. 
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2.3. The Swedish Education System 

In Sweden, there is a compulsory school attendance that begins in autumn the year a child turns 

seven years old and ends after nine years. Each school year is divided into two terms; autumn, 

August to December, and spring, January to June. The first school year begins in autumn with 

the “first grade” up until the end of spring term of the “ninth grade” (Skolverket, 2012). It is free 

to attend public primary school in Sweden (Halmstad, 2015a). The curriculum for primary 

education includes the courses: art, biology, physics, English, geography, home economics, 

history, sports, chemistry, math, modern language, classes for mother tongue languages, music, 

religion, civics, crafts, Swedish, Swedish as a second language, sign language, and technology 

(Skolverket, 2015c). The primary school students receive grades at the end of each school year 

(Skolverket, 2013). The grading scale assigns the letters A to F, where A is the highest grade and 

F is the lowest grade. 

The “Swedish School-law”, or “Skollagen” (Sveriges Riksdag, 2010), determines the guidelines 

and requirements for all schools operating in Sweden. The law specifies different goals 

concerning the children’s development, and the knowledge and competences that are to be met 

during their primary school education. It does not state how the teaching or way of working is to 

be performed at each individual school. Every school in Sweden has one principal, or person in 

charge, that is responsible for the school management and the teachers employed at the 

individual schools. It must be apparent to all who the principal, or the person in charge, of the 

school is (Skolverket, 2015b). 

The two types of primary schools in Sweden are public schools and private schools (Skolverket, 

2015b). The public and private schools are funded by the government, but the private schools 



16 
 

may have additional school fees. The private and public primary schools can also be specific for 

teaching children with special needs. The two types of schools are accessible to all applicants 

and are subject to the same educational regulation (Skolverket, 2013). Public primary schools are 

owned by the municipality in which the school is located, but a private school may be owned by 

a corporation, foundation or association. The owners or people in charge of a private school have 

to receive permission in order to operate by the organization: “Skolinspektionen”, in English 

called the “Swedish School Inspectorate” (Skolinspektionen, 2015). Skolverket administer the 

rules and regulations, and the Swedish School Inspectorate is a state agency that inspects 

Swedish schools and ensures they follow the rules and requirements. It has the authority to 

approve schools to operate. The Swedish central government in Stockholm determines the laws 

and regulation and requires that they are strictly followed, but there is also a local responsibility 

for each school (Skolverket, 2013). The public, or private school’s owner, along with the 

principal, is responsible for the daily operation of the schools. 

The number of schools in each city can vary, depending on the population. In Stockholm, there 

are over 260 primary schools (Stockholm stad, 2015). Gothenburg has approximately 182 

primary schools (Göteborg stad, n.d.) and Skövde has 23 (Skövde, n.d.). In Halmstad, where the 

primary school used in this study is located, there are 38 primary schools, of which 34 that are 

public schools and 4 are private schools (Halmstad, 2015a). The areas are divided into north, 

south and central, and the school in this study is located in the central area along with 11 other 

schools (Halmstad, 2015b). The primary school caters for students from preschool to the fifth 

grade (Halmtsad, 2015c). The approximate number of children attending the school is 200 and 

the children are between the ages six and twelve years old.  
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3. Methodology 

The primary data for this essay will be obtained by way of a case study. The term “sign” will 

henceforth only be used to refer to the meaning in context of semiotic theory. The expression 

“notice” will be used to refer to any “signs” in the school instead, in order to avoid confusion. 

The subject chosen for the study is a primary school located in Halmstad, Sweden. After 

obtaining permission to use the primary school for this study, the author will take a series of 

photographs of the notices found in the school using a digital camera. The notices that will be 

photographed are those visible to staff, students and others, for instance notices that can be found 

in the hallways and in a classroom. The notices that are photographed will be classified and 

catalogued. Different aspects of the notices will then be analysed and this analysis will consider 

what features the notices might have from both a basic semiotic approach, as well as cultural 

semiotics exploring phenomena such as cultural myths with connotation and denotation. The 

author will then interview an appropriate member of staff at the school in order to establish the 

purpose of the notices, at whom they are directed and what effect they are intended to achieve. 

The secondary data for the study will mainly be based on former theories within semiotics 

concerning signs, as described by Saussure and Peirce, as well as cultural myths, as defined in 

the works of Barthes and Lévi-Strauss. 

Problems that can occur would include, for example, confidentiality concerning the school, its 

students and staff. Ethical considerations are important when undertaking a case study involving 

a primary school and, due to the involvement of staff and the possible confidential information 

about the children and their families, it is sometimes necessary to obtain permission from parents, 

in order to ensure the privacy of the children and their families. It might not be permissible to 

take photographs of certain notices or places around the school as this may reveal information 
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which is private or sensitive. Another consideration is that the teachers might not have time to be 

interviewed, or be willing to be interviewed, or they not have the requisite knowledge to answer 

the questions posed with regard to the original intention of the notice when it was first created or 

put in place. 

3.1. The primary school 

The Swedish primary school used in this study is a central school in Halmstad and its students 

comprise preschool to the fifth grade. The school has integrated education, teaching both male 

and female children who come from different ethnic and racial backgrounds. The primary school 

has six buildings, specifically a dining hall, a crafts centre, after school day care and a main 

building. The main building is where the signs are going to be documented; it has three floors 

and four entrances. The photographs that will be taken, with a digital camera, are of notices 

visible upon entering the school building, inside the school in hallways and in one of the 

classrooms. The preschool is located through the main entrance, which will be referred to as the 

“first entrance”, on the first floor. The entrance of the building that leads to the nurse’s, 

psychologist’s and janitor’s offices will be referred to as the “second entrance”. The second 

entrance also and has a staircase up to the reception and the principal’s office. The school has 

approximately 15 classrooms for the preschool to the fifth grade classes.  

3.2. Interview 

The principal at the school selected one of the teachers who was available to be interviewed to 

represent the school. The teacher that was interviewed was female and teaches a second-grade 

class and is in charge of the classrooms at the school that belongs to that class, which is the 

classroom that was photographed. The interview was documented with paper and pen the 10
th

 of 
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December 2015 and translated by the author from Swedish into English (Appendix 37). The 

guidelines for the question asked included, for example: “Are there any rules or regulations as to 

what notices can be used?”, “What can you tell me about notice x?” “What is the purpose for 

notice x?” and “What does it mean?”  
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4. Result 

The main building of the primary school has a welcome notices located beside the first entrance 

leading to the preschool (Appendix 2). It can be seen from the outside of the school and has the 

text “Välkommen till Gladans fritidshem” written on it. “Gladan” is the Swedish word for the 

bird “kite” and “glad” also means “happy”. In English it becomes: “Welcome to Kites/Happy’s 

after-school home”. It has pictures of the sign language representation of each word, beside the 

text. It also has a red smiling mouth and a kite sitting on the mouth. The second entrance, located 

to the left of the preschool entrance, has two notices (Appendix 3). The notices are both visible 

from the outside of the building. The first notice has a staircase with an arrow, in the shape of an 

upside down L, pointing up and to the right. The Swedish word “Expedition” is written vertically, 

next to the stairs, and below the stairs is the text “1 trappa och till höger”. In English it is 

translated into “reception” and “1 stair and to the right”. It is pointing in the direction of the 

reception on the second floor. The notice located beneath the reception notice has a text with the 

words “skolsköterska” and “kurator”, translated into English as: “school-nurse” and 

“psychologist”, with a cartoon image of a nurse wearing a nurse’s uniform dress and a hat, 

holding a large pill and a clipboard. It also has an arrow pointing to the right in the direction of 

the nurse’s and psychologist’s office on the first floor (Appendix 4). 

Located outside the nurse’s office on the first floor of the school is a notice explaining, in 

Swedish, that a red light is on if the nurse is occupied: “När lampan lyser är jag UPPTAGEN. Du 

är välkommen tillbaka senare.” The literal translation is “When the light is on I am OCCUPIED. 

You are welcome (to come) back later.” (Appendix 5). It includes a picture of a green light with 

the text “inne”, in English: “in”, a red light with the text “upptagen”, in English: “occupied”. It 

also has the text “vänta”, in English: “wait”, and “stig in”, which is translated into “enter”. 
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Outside the nurse’s office, next to the door and below the notice, there are buttons indicating 

whether the practitioner is engaged, or that anyone who wishes to consult with them is free to 

enter (Appendix 6).  The buttons are red, yellow, green and white. The top button has been 

covered up. It is similar to the traffic light system and on the red button the word “upptagen” is 

written, “occupied” in English, on the yellow button the word “vänta” is written, in English: 

“wait”. The words “stig in” are written on the green button, which means “enter”. The last button 

is white with the text “tryck” written on it, which is translated into “press” in English. It is a 

doorbell to the nurse’s office. The psychologist’s office has one red button that has a red light if 

the room is occupied and the psychologist is not to be disturbed (Appendix 7). It is located 

outside the door into the office. It has the text “upptagen”, in English “occupied”, written below 

the button. 

Entering the preschool on the first floor, there is a poster with pictures located to the right of the 

door. It includes a list of activities in which the children can participate outside, represented by 

cartoon images (Appendix 8). The heading is written in Swedish: “Ute på fritids kan jag:”. It can 

be translated into “Outside I can:”. These depict activities such as football, hide and seek, and a 

picture of a sandcastle. All images, except for basketball and tennis, have the sign language 

representation of the activities. Located on the opposite wall of the entrance door is a poster of 

the daily plan for the children, specifically, those who are staying at the day-care, after school 

(Appendix 9). It is represented in pictures, with text beneath or next to each picture, on a yellow 

background. It also has sign language representations of some of the words. The children’s 

outdoor clothing hangs along both walls of the corridor on the first floor. Above the hangers, the 

children’s names are displayed. The names are printed in capital letters on the notices and the 
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sign language letters from the Swedish sign language alphabet are located below each letter. 

“Alexander” was the name on one of the notices (Appendix 10). 

Located on the wall, outside one of the classrooms of the preschool, is a poster of twelve colours 

(Appendix 11). It includes the Swedish sign language representation of each colour and the 

written word for each colour in English. The poster located to the right of the colour poster has 

the Swedish alphabet with objects and animals below the letters, along with the written word for 

each object or animal. The animals and objects may be considered to be cultural exemplars, for 

example prototypes, prototypes starting with that specific letter, such as “fisk” for F, which in 

English is “fish”, “pingvin” for P, which is “penguin”, “uggla” for U, which is “owl” in English, 

“räv” for r, which means “fox” and “ko” for k, which is the Swedish word for “cow”. In the same 

section of the school, near the colour and alphabet sign, there is a notice for the lost and found 

(Appendix 12). It is located above a box for clothes along with a text in Swedish asking who the 

clothes belong to: “Vems kläder??”. The literal translation is “Whose clothes??”. It has two stick 

figures and a question mark between them, along with a picture of cartoon images of pants and a 

t-shirt. The notice also has the sign language gesture representation for “whose clothes” below 

the text. 

The stairs, leading to the second floor, divided into two staircases which lead in opposite 

directions. Two glass cabinets are located opposite each other on the walls above the stairs. 

Inside the cabinet above left hand side stairs are 22 different trophies (Appendix 13) and inside 

the cabinet on the right hand side are 15 diplomas and certificates (Appendix 14). Located 

opposite the stairs, on the wall of the second floor is a collection of paintings of flags (Appendix 

15). The flags are from 28 different countries, as well as one geo-cultural region. The Swedish 
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flag is the largest of the flags and is placed in the centre, surrounded by the other flags. The 

Swedish text “elever 2012”, which means “students 2012”, is written on the Swedish flag. 

In the corridor of the second floor, to the right of the stairs, above the children’s jackets, are 

notices with names, descriptions and information about the children which they have filled in 

themselves (Appendix 16). Outside one of the classrooms on the second floor is a collection of 

posters of the alphabet, similar to the alphabet poster on the first floor. It has the Swedish word 

for each object and animal underneath each picture, “citron” for C, which is “lemon” in English, 

and “får” for F, which is “sheep” in English. It also includes each Swedish sign language 

representation of each alphabetic letter (Appendix 17). Located outside the door of one of the 

classrooms, on the second floor, are two posters of instructions for different hopscotch
1
 games to 

play in the courtyard. It has photographs of children jumping on hopscotch patterns that are in 

different colours on the ground, as well as examples of different paths to jump (Appendix 18). 

Located on the third floor, on a door above the stairs, are children’s drawings (Appendix 19). On 

one of the three classroom doors on the third floor there is a photograph of an owl against a 

green background (Appendix 20). Next to each of the children’s clothing hangers on the third 

floor there are three small notices with pictures that are placed vertically. The first notice is of a 

sun with an F written on it, along with the Swedish text “Fredag” written below, which is 

translated into “Friday” in English. The second notice bears a stick figure on a house with the 

text “skola” written on it, which is the Swedish word for “school”. The last notice is different on 

the two examples in the Appendix. The first example has a notice showing the shape of a house 

with the Swedish word “hem” written on it, which is translated into “home” (Appendix 21 a). 

                                                           
1
 A game where children throw a rock on numbered sections on the pavement and jump on one foot to pick up the 

rock and jump back. 
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The last notice of the second example is a picture of a car with the text “taxi” written under it 

(Appendix 21 b). 

Inside a second grade classroom on the third floor there is a clock located above the door; it has 

large arrows made of paper with text placed around the clock, pointing to each number the clock. 

The Swedish text “fem över” is written on one of the arrows, which is “five past” in English. The 

text “tjugo över” is written on another arrow, which is “twenty past” in English, and so on 

(Appendix 22). The clock also has a paper below, with the English word “clock” written on it. 

Located on the wall to the left of the door are drawings from a school project together with a 

notice with text of the goals for the project (Appendix 23). The Swedish text that is written above 

all the drawings is: “Så här tror vi det ser ut i rymden”. This translates to “This is how we think it 

looks in space”. In the front of the classroom there is a whiteboard which has a schedule of the 

day with both pictures and written text. It comprises a collection of small notices that can be 

rearranged (Appendix 24 a). The schedule includes pictures of each lesson of the day, break, 

lunch and home as the last picture. The schedule for Friday and Tuesday are the examples that 

are included in the appendix. On each student’s desk, there is a copy of the schedule that is 

located on the whiteboard, with some changes of lessons depending on the schedule for each 

student in the class (Appendix 24 b). Beside the schedule, on every student’s desk, there is a 

notice of the Swedish sign language alphabet. It has the Swedish text “Svenska Handalfabetet” 

written on it, which is translated into “The Swedish Hand-alphabet”. The letters of the Swedish 

alphabet are also written on it, each individual letter is placed next to each hand representation 

(Appendix 25). Located to the right of the whiteboard there is a poster with problem solving 

advice for mathematics. The title is written in Swedish: “Prima Matematik 

Problemlösningsstrategier”. Translated into English it is: “Mathematical problem-solving 
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strategies.”. It has cartoon depictions of children to represent each strategy and the Swedish 

phrase for each, such as “använd konkret material”, “rita”, and “gissa och prova”. It can be 

translated into “use physical material”, “draw” and “guess and try” (Appendix 26). The teacher’s 

desk is located in the front of the classroom and to the right of the whiteboard. It has all the 

notices that can be put up on the schedule. One of the notices appears to signify geography, and 

it has a brown background with a depiction of a 3D globe along with the Swedish text “geografi” 

written on it, which is the Swedish word for “geography”. The notice for English class has the 

Swedish text “Engelska” written on it. It has a blue background with a speech bubble and inside 

of the speech bubble is the British flag. The picture for sign language class has the Swedish text 

“teckna” written on it. In English, it is translated into “sign” or “signing”, referring to sign 

language “signing”. It has a picture of two hands with arrows for movement, and it is the 

Swedish sign language gesture for sign language “signing”. The picture for watching film has the 

text “film” written on it, which is the same in Swedish and English. It has a cartoon face on a 

screen and lines with circles as heads representing an audience (Appendix 27). 

The wall opposite the door of the classroom has notices with goals for the student’s learning with 

the Swedish text “MÅL” on a paper, which is the Swedish word for “goals”. Two of the notices 

are plain papers with text of the goals for mathematics and the class called “SO”
2
 together with a 

mind map for religion on a separate paper. The goals for English and Swedish are in the shape of 

flowers. The flowers have the text “Svenska” and “Engelska” written in the centre, which are the 

Swedish words for “Swedish” and “English”. Each petal has text with different goals. Above all 

of the goals are two posters of the Swedish vowels in large letters that are carried as if they were 

physical objects by cartoon children (Appendix 28). Next to the whiteboard, on the left hand side 

                                                           
2
 It is he school subject that includes geography, civics and religion. 
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and on the same wall as the goals and vowels, are five notices of goals for the children’s abilities 

in written text below photographs of wild animals. The first notice has the Swedish text 

“Analysförmåga” written below the photograph of an elephant. In English, the title can be 

translated into “analytical capability”. The Swedish title, written under the photograph of a 

leopard, is “Förmåga att hantera information”, which means “ability to handle information”. The 

photograph of a buffalo has the Swedish text ”Begrepplig förmåga” written, which means 

“conceptual capability”, the photograph of a lion has the Swedish text ”Metakognitiv förmåga” 

written, which means “the cognitive ability” and lastly the Swedish text ”Kommunikativ 

förmåga” is written below the photograph of a rhinoceros. The text means “communicative 

ability”. Below the goals are four mathematical concepts, “addition”, “subtraktion”, in English: 

“subtraction”, “multiplikation”, in English: “multiplication” and “division” along with fruits 

depictions, namely an apple, an orange, cherries and blueberries (Appendix 29). 

Located on all the toilet doors in the school are notices with conventionalised icons of a man, in 

the colour blue, and woman, in the colour red wearing a dress. It also includes the sign language 

gesture for toilet (Appendix 30). Emergency exit notices, made out of metal, are located on each 

floor of the school. It has an overview perspective of the building. The title that is written is: 

“Hus A”, “Utrymningsplan”, “Vindsvåning”. Translated into English: “House A”, “Evacuation 

plan”, “Attic”. It includes a text with a list of instructions in Swedish of what to do in case of a 

fire and a list to clarify what the arrows, lines and icons mean. It has lines and arrows such as 

“utrymningsväg”, translated into “emergency exit”, “genväg till utrymningsväg”, which means 

“shortcut to emergency exit” and “handbrandsläckare” which means “fire extinguisher”. It is 

located close to the stairs on the second floor, outside the principal’s office, inside all classrooms 

next to the doors, as well as above most of stairs (Appendix 31). There is a similar emergency 
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exit notice located close to most of the emergency exit notice, such as in the classroom next to 

the door, is a plan of the school premises from an overview perspective. It is a plan of where the 

students are to meet in case of a fire or other emergency. It has the Swedish title “uppställning 

vid utrymning”, which means “arrangement when evacuating/in case of evacuation”. The 

elements representing buildings have the name of each building written on them and the 

buildings have different colours, for instance “matsal”, which means “the dining hall” and 

“stenhuset”, which means “the stone house”. The notice below the plan, on a separate paper is a 

list of instructions in case of emergency and evacuation with the title “Åtgärdsplan”, in English 

“plan of action” (Appendix 32). 

The emergency exit notices that are located above, or near, most of the stairs inside the school 

are green and white. It has an icon of a running man, as well as arrows pointing in the direction 

down a set of stairs (Appendix 33). The second emergency exit notice that follows the same 

theme with green and white colour are located on different doors inside the school to indicate 

which doors leads to the nearest exit in case of emergency, including the doors that exit the 

building (Appendix 34 a). The Swedish word “UT” is written on it, which means “out”. Outside 

one of the classrooms there is a notice with an arrow in the same colour scheme as the previous 

emergency exit notice. It is pointing in the direction of the nearest emergency exit and there are 

several arrows located around the school (Appendix 34 b). 

Located above a door, close to a fire extinguisher, is a red metal notice with an icon of a white 

fire extinguisher. It can be found on each floor where a fire extinguisher is located (Appendix 

35). The metal notice that is located above all the fire extinguishers is red with white text. The 

text is written in Swedish and says the words “skum mot brand I trä, tyg, papper, plaster och 

vätskor. Får ej blockeras.”. It can be translated into: “foam for fire on wood, paper, plastic and 
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fluids. Not allowed to be blocked/Do not block.”  The same type of notice is located where each 

fire extinguisher is placed (Appendix 36). 

4.1 Interview 

The teacher at the primary school explained the school’s involvement with teaching sign 

language and providing visual images in order for all children at the school to understand, for 

instance, the children who are deaf, or who do not speak or read Swedish (Appendix 37). “The 

school is part of a ‘språkprofil’, which means that it should be clear since there are four to five 

students in each year that need special visual images, which is why we use the schedule on the 

whiteboard with pictures and the schedule and sign language alphabets on the students’ desks.” 

The whiteboard schedule was explained to be coordinated in colours which would make it 

simpler to understand and further explained some of the specific notices on the daily schedule. 

“Each day also has its own colour, as well as each subject in order to make it even simpler in 

case they would not understand the pictures. There is a copy on the desks as well in order to help 

the children keep track of what lessons they have.” The children would also ask if there were 

other pictures or notices that were not understood. The school did not have any specific rules or 

regulations as to what notices could be on display at the school. 

The emergency exit signs were two different versions in which the children focused on the easier 

instructions of where they should go in case of a fire and the buildings have different colours. “It 

can be difficult for some children to comprehend that the perspective is from above, and it would 

most likely be easier for them to look at the plan of the courtyard rather than the emergency exit 

map. The buildings are also different colours; for instance, the building that is called the ‘yellow 
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house’ is the colour yellow and they know what location they are to gather outside if there is a 

fire (Appendix 37).” 

The flag paintings and drawings were described as being of importance for the primary school, 

and teaching the children all flags is a priority. The drawings were explained to be part of 

projects and displayed so the children could show others and be proud of their work, as well as 

encouraging the children’s creativity. “The purpose is to display things the children have done 

and can be proud of. There are different themes within the school subjects that are connected to 

the curriculum goals as well that are next to the drawings as well (Appendix 37).”   
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5. Analysis 

5.1. Saussure Signs 

Saussure (1983, cited in Chandler, 2014) stated that a sign has to be arbitrary, differential and 

part of a system in order to be a sign. The Swedish Sign Language (STS) alphabet that is placed 

on each student’s desk can be categorised as a series of signs under Saussure (Appendix 25). The 

teacher at the primary school explained that the school is involved in the work with teaching sign 

language as part of a “språkprofil” (Interview, Appendix 37). It means that the school is 

responsible for providing appropriate teaching techniques for regular students and those with 

some form of hearing or speech difficulties (Halmstad, 2015d). The school has four or five 

students in each year that require certain assistance using visual images and sign language 

(Interview, Appendix 37). The posters and pictures around the school are represented in pictures 

or a picture presentation of sign language gestures in order for all the children to understand. The 

school also provides extra lessons in Swedish Sign Language for students and parents. It is 

mandatory for all students at the primary school to learn the basics of sign language and it 

becomes easier for them to learn if the alphabet is placed on their desks where they can see it at 

all times. 

The emergency exit notice that is green and white with a running man, and arrows pointing down 

the staircase could also be a sign under Saussure (Appendix 33). It can be interpreted as an icon 

of a man running down a set of stairs, indicating that all people should run down the stairs, but in 

this case it is part of a system of health and safety signs at work, implemented by the European 

Union (EU, 1992). It is one of the versions of notices that are used to indicate an emergency 

escape route in a public building. The colour green is used for emergency escapes and first-aid 
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and to indicate that there is no danger. The green notices are placed on doors, to inform and 

instruct exits routes, equipments, facilities, first-aid, or to signify safety. The arrow and “UT” 

notice in the same colour scheme (Appendix 34a and 34b) are all part of the same European 

Union system for safety notices (EU 1992). The Swedish law of safety that concern all citizens 

of Sweden states that owners of buildings or facilities are responsible for having equipment for 

fire-fighting and in some way protect lives in case of fires or accidents in order to prevent or 

limit damages (Sveriges Riksdag, 2003). The fire department association, or 

“Brandskyddsföreningen”, states that public buildings, such as film theatres or shopping centers, 

should have visible emergency exit notices for people who are unfamiliar with the environment 

in case of fire and evacuation. The personnel working in public buildings are recommended to be 

educated on proper procedure in case of an emergency in order to prevent injuries or damage 

(Brandskyddsföreningen, n.d.). 

5.2. Peirce signs  

5.2.1. Icons 

Icons, according to Peirce (1931-58, cited in Chandler, 2014), are signs that resemble what it 

signifies. The daily schedule on the whiteboard in the classroom at the school is represented in 

both written form and with icons (Appendix 24). The first notice on the schedule is an icon of the 

sun with the letter F, which in this case stands for “Friday”, or “fredag” in Swedish as it is 

written below the sun. The teacher at the primary school explained that they use different colours 

to represent each subject and each day in order for the children to learn the days of the week and 

to know what lessons they are having that day (Interview, Appendix 37). Sports is represented by 
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images of a floor ball-club
3
, a football, a skipping rope

4
 and a pair of trainer shoes that the 

teacher explained was associated to sports since it reflects the variety of the activities the school 

has during sports lessons. Sports such as football and floor ball are well known in Swedish 

culture and the teacher explained that the children easily recognized the particular activity to 

which each image refers. 

The mathematics class is represented by an icon of geometric shapes, a ruler and an equation 

with the text “matte”, which means “math” (Appendix 24). It is relevant to mathematical studies, 

since it includes tools such as rulers are used are used in the schools mathematics class for 

measurement as well as the geometric shapes being a part of the teaching (Interview, Appendix 

37). The numbers used for equations, however, are symbolic according to Peirce since they are 

arbitrary. The “NO” class, including physics, chemistry and biology, is represented by an icon of 

a lightning bolt, a test tube and a magnifying glass. The three icons represent certain apparatus 

that is used within the science subjects, the test tube and magnifying glass (Interview, Appendix 

37). The icon used for “SO”, or geography, history and civics, consists of a stick figure of a 

person and an icon of the earth, which could also be a symbol under Peirce to represent human 

knowledge of history and geography. 

The last picture of each day is an icon of a house, and the text says “home” (Appendix 24). It is 

represented by a house since it could be identifiable as a prototypical “home”. It can relate to 

prototypes, and house being the most appropriate prototype for the predicate “home”, or a 

building people live in, even if all citizens do not live in houses (Hurford, Heasley and Smith, 

p.88). The notice for watching films which is represented by an image and could be considered 

                                                           
3
 Floor hockey sport played indoors, also called “indoor bandy”. 

4
 Rope used for exercise by jumping over it when swinging it over and under oneself. 
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similar to a movie theatre (Appendix 27). It includes a laughing smiley face and an icon on the 

“screen”. In the classroom there is a projector that that could be is used to watch films, although 

the icon is similar to a movie theatre. The icons on the schedule were explained, by the teacher, 

to be located on the whiteboard and on the student’s desks in order to make it simpler for the 

children to appreciate what they are going to do during the day (Interview, Appendix 37). The 

children who have recently moved to Sweden can understand what the icons refer to even if they 

do not speak Swedish and if they do not understand they are expected to ask each other or the 

teacher what something means. The teacher changes the notices at the end of each day in 

readiness for the next day and the same type of notices are used for the schedule on the 

whiteboard in all classrooms at the school. 

Drawings are considered iconic, according to Peirce, and can also be found in the primary school. 

In the hallway of the third floor (Appendix 19), and inside the second grade classroom 

(Appendix 23), there are drawings on display. The drawings are made by the children at the 

school, and the teacher at the school explained that the purpose of the drawings on the wall of the 

classroom were part of a project where the children were to draw what they imagine they would 

see if they were in space (Interview, Appendix 37). The project is intended to encourage children 

to be creative and express themselves and also to achieve the goals for the specific subject. The 

placement of the drawings is in order to display the children’s projects for everyone to see, in 

order for the children to have something to be proud of and shows that the school appreciates its 

students, and what they make, and it is hoped that this encourages them to express themselves. 
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5.2.2. Indexes 

Indexes are signs that are not arbitrary, but have a relation to the signified. They can be natural 

signs or man-made signs (Peirce, 1931-58, cited in Chandler, 2014). The notice, which is part of 

the schedule on the whiteboard, has an image of a bell (Appendix 24). It can be considered an 

icon of a bell since it refers to the type of bell that is on the notice, but in this case the bell 

ringing is a form of signal that tells the children the break is over and it is time to go in and is 

considered indexical according to Peirce (1931-58, cited in Chandler, 2014). The teacher at the 

school said that other schools may have another system, for instance an electronic school bell 

ringing when it is time to start school or go in after a break and when school ends for the day 

(Interview, Appendix 37). The use of a hand bell could be specific for the school and not 

conventional for other schools since they have deaf children who would not hear an electronic 

school alarm. 

The clock that is located above the door in the each classroom is considered a man-made index 

according to Peirce (1931-58, cited in Chandler, 2014), since it created in order to indicate what 

time of day it is (Appendix 22). The arrows that are surrounding the clock are also considered 

indexes according to Peirce, with text that are pointing to each number with the phrase that is 

used for that specific time, “half past” or “twenty to” (Appendix 22). 

5.2.3. Symbols 

Symbols are arbitrary and the signifier does not resemble the signified (Peirce, 1931-58, cited in 

Chandler, 2014). The notices located on the toilet doors are considered symbolic under Peirce 

(Appendix 30). It is an icon of a man and a woman, but in this case it is symbolic for the toilet. 

The image has no resemblance to what it represents. It is a universal sign and understood in most 
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cultures that it is a public toilet for both male and female. The silhouettes are conventionalised 

regarding the body shape and the dress conventions for male and female, it could be argued that 

it is a stereotype that all women wear dresses and men wear trousers and that in reality the 

fashion of the genders is more similar. One may observe that women and men can wear trousers, 

and there are no indications that men can not wear dresses or skirts, although it is not 

conventional for men to wear these garments in modern western culture. The depiction of female 

and wearing skirts creates the semiotic “differential” that is needed in structuralism. The sign 

language representation for the toilet, with a body showing the hand gesture with arrows, is also 

a symbol. It is an iconic gesture since it is part of the sign language and is arbitrary, conventional 

and in “no way similar to the meanings they express” (Nöth, 1990, p.283). The sign language 

gestures are symbols under Peirce, but the arrows are man-made indexes to show what the hand 

is gesturing, in order to deliver the correct message to the receiver. The arrows do not resemble 

actual arrows used in archery, but consist of basic shapes or lines which are produced to indicate 

a suggested direction of some possibly required facility or designation, or as an instruction to 

traffic, and arguably have both iconic and symbolic characteristics. 

The notice on the whiteboard for the religion class includes six different religious symbols that 

can be categorised under Peirce (Appendix 24). Christianity, for example, is represented with a 

cross. They are cultural and conventional religious symbols that have to be learned. They are 

both iconic and at the same time symbolic. In this case the symbols are associated with the 

different religions the students’ learn about (Skolverket, 2015c). 

Representing English class is a picture of the British flag which would be considered a symbol 

under Pierce’s triadic typology (Appendix 27). It is arbitrary since flags have to be learned. In 

this, the flag refers to the English language since the flag is inside of a speech-bubble, which is a 
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symbolic shape for speaking mainly used in comic books and cartoons. The painting on the 

second floor in the primary school also includes many different flags (Appendix 15). It is 

something that the teacher explained that the students work with in class (Interview, Appendix 

37). Teaching the children the flags of the world is a priority at the primary school. 

The photograph of an owl located on the classroom door on the third floor contains both 

indexical and symbolic meaning under Peirce’s theory (Appendix 20). Photographs are 

categorised as a man-made index under Peirce. The sign is of a specific owl taken at that specific 

point in time, but in this case it is not intended to signify the specific owl in the photograph. It is 

a symbol since it refers to the classroom at the school. It is not connected to the specific animal 

or species of owls; rather, it is a way of remembering what classroom to go to by associating it 

with an animal rather than referring to the classroom as for instance a number or a letter. It is 

called “the owl”, or “ugglan”. The owl has also been used as a symbol that is associated with 

intelligence, for instance when it was used as a nursery rhyme (Morris, 2009, p.55). The teacher 

also said that the purpose of the owl may have been part of a system of names for the school a 

long time ago along with other birds, such as kite, that was mentioned earlier, and a section of 

the school that used to be called the swan (Interview, Appendix 37). 

The red metal notices with a white fire extinguisher can also be considered symbolic (Appendix 

35, Appendix 36). They are included in the same system of notices as the emergency exit notices, 

for health and safety in public buildings (EU, 1992). The colour red is prominent in prohibition 

notices, danger alarms, and fire fighting equipment. It specifies the location and identification of 

the fire extinguisher or equipment to use during a fire. 
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5.3. Cultural Myths 

Cultural myths are a phenomenon of everyday life, concerning modern culture and the dominant 

ideologies, and according to Barthes (1957, p. 131) it is built on connotation and denotation. 

According to Lévi-Strauss (1972, cited in Chandler, 2014), it helps to understand cultures by 

conceptualising and organising experiences within a culture. In the top right corner on the notice 

with the evacuation plan, located in the classrooms and other visible places around the school, 

there is a symbol of three red hearts with yellow crowns on top of each crown (Appendix 32). It 

has the text “Halmstad” written in blue below the hearts. It can be considered a cultural myth 

since it is commonly understood that the crowned hearts, that represent Halmstad, originates 

from the time period when Halmstad belonged to Denmark (Halmstad, 2015f). The claim is that, 

from the 1200s, the Danish king Valdemar and his descendants had crowned hearts included in 

their coats of arms. King Christian IV decided, 300 years later to represent Halmstad with a coat 

of arms with three crowned hearts since it was included in the coat of arms that symbolised 

Halland, the municipality where Halmstad is located. Halmstad became Swedish in 1645 but the 

crowned hearts have remained (Halmstad, 2015f). The crowns can also signify royalty and 

associate Halmstad with having some sort of royal connection and is a place of historical 

importance. 

The notice’s purpose is to highlight the evacuation plan for the school for students so they know 

where they are to assemble in case of a fire or other emergency. The children are not at first used 

to the perspective from above, but most can comprehend it, according to the teacher at the school 

(Interview, Appendix 37). In order to recognise the association of the hearts with crowns and the 

city of Halmstad, a viewer would have to possess some knowledge of Sweden and the crests for 

each municipality as well as the specific logotype used for Halmstad. 
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The welcome notice that is located by the entrance of the school with a cartoon of a nurse 

wearing a dress and has a hat can also be seen as a cultural myth of how a nurse is dressed 

(Appendix 3). In modern hospitals both male and female nurses wear scrubs (Jacksonville 

University, n.d.). The traditional dress, apron and hat have disappeared after many years of 

hospitals updating the “dress code”. The depiction of a nurse on the notice does not reflect how 

the nurse at the primary school actually appears (Interview, Appendix 37). The nurse does not 

wear a traditional nurse's dress. It can be considered a stereotypical image of a nurse since the 

association of nurses being female can be suggestive of the traditional gender role of the 

nurturing mother figure. The English word “nurse” is also applied to breastfeeding an infant. The 

intended purpose of the notice being located beside the entrance is in order to direct people to 

find the nurse’s office. 

The diplomas and trophies at the school may be displayed for the purpose of generating or 

advancing a cultural myth in respect of the school (Appendix 13, 14). They represent the 

achievements that the school has and are on display to show how proud they are of what they 

have done, for instance, the photograph of the football team for the school wear uniforms and 

can indicate unity and that they are equals. The teacher explained that the trophies and diplomas 

are on display to show what they have won and achieved, even though they are diplomas and 

trophies many years previous, they will stay on the walls in the future (Interview, Appendix 37). 

If the school were to receive any trophies or diplomas in the future, they would be exhibited in 

the glass cabinets. 
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6. Discussion  

The social semiotics approach, as explained by Leeuwen (2005, p. 5), can be related to the 

primary schools’ notices with guidelines for the creation of them since the notices are considered 

to be used for the purpose of communication drawing on past, present and future resources. It 

can also relate to the semiotic rules that have to be learned in order to understand the meaning 

and purpose for the notices. The message and meaning needs to be understandable and correctly 

interpreted, otherwise there would be no purpose to have notices placed in the school. The rules 

that are formulated and have to be agreed upon by a community, and suggesting that social 

semiotics rules that are written, or unwritten, are made by people and can only be changed by 

people (Leuwen, 2005, p.47). Semiotic theories, such as those proposed by Saussure and Peirce, 

can be applied to most cases in order to understand how the notices that are used in the primary 

school are connected and understand what they represent as well as how it is connected to the 

Swedish society.  

The questions that were considered in this study were what type of signs could be found in a 

Swedish primary school, what purpose they serve and if they were signs belonging to a specific 

category, such as under Saussure or Peirce, or whether they could be considered as signifying 

cultural myths. If a child, still in the process of learning to master language which is made up of 

linguistic signs, were to enter the primary school and see the different types of notices, it is 

necessary for the intended meanings of the notices to be recovered. The notices give information, 

or state rules or instruct different guidelines. The notices also help explain some of the values of 

the school, such as belonging and pride. It could be on a school level such as the trophies, or on a 

regional level with the Halmstad hearts with crowns, and at a national level with the Swedish 

flag. 
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The notices at the primary school can be categorised into specific signs within semiotics do not 

necessarily need to be assigned a single, semiotic category: they could belong to more than one 

category simultaneously. They could also be integrated, for instance a notice could both be under 

Saussure and Peirce at the same time, as well as be part of more than one specific category of 

Peirce triadic model. One sign could function iconically, and symbolically and indexically at the 

same time. Notices can have several interpretations and semiotics can help contribute to the use 

of notices in schools, understanding Barthes, Saussure, Peirce and other theorists within 

semiotics can contribute to understanding the meaning and make the correct connections. The 

signification can also occur at a cultural level, relating to Barthes concept of “cultural myths”, 

and the expectation that children will be able to identify these demonstrates how they are 

expected to have achieved a relatively sophisticated ability to interpret the notices. 

The primary schools’ use of notices could suggest that it priorities all children and provides 

necessary consideration for all children to learn. The children who are deaf, or have any form of 

hearing disability and children who have other forms of disabilities, as well as children who 

cannot speak the Swedish language, are assisted by using notices with pictures and sign language 

representation to help those who may have difficulties understanding (Halmstad, 2015d). It 

creates equal learning for all children, and the auditory and visual form of assistance is an 

example of what is provided at the primary schools in order for all children to reach the learning 

goals. The children who need education in their native language have lessons provided for them, 

if needed (Sveriges Riksdag, 2010). The considerations for people with disabilities are a priority 

in Sweden in order to create equal values for all, which includes education and making it 

available for everyone (Skolverket, 2013). There is a law in Sweden called the “equal rights and 

possibilities/opportunities” which guarantees equal rights to all (Sveriges Riksdag, 2008). This 
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law concerns society in general, but is applicable to primary schools and the children’s education 

as well. It shows how the schools in Sweden operate and have a welcoming attitude towards both 

genders and all ethnicities that could have other customs and traditions. 

Semiotics can be used in order to understand how the notices work, the purpose of them and 

what they mean. Semiotics can also help other cultures and communities to understand the 

Swedish community and the school system. It is often simpler for people from other countries to 

comprehend the texts and notices when sharing a similar culture, while it could be necessary 

with further explanations as to what the notices means for others. The depictions of nature, 

familiar to the Swedish surrounding and society, that is present in some of the signs can also 

relate to the community, the culture and customs. The depictions of nature can also relate to the 

concept of prototypes and explain the reason for certain prototypes being used in certain areas of 

the world. The school takes into consideration both children and others who are in need of 

picture representations or sign language representation rather than Swedish text. The notices, 

such as the welcome and emergency exit notices, also help visitors that are unfamiliar with the 

building in order to find the location of the reception and principal’s office, and to know the fire 

escape routes. The government of Sweden and the EU along with the school appear to be 

considering aspects relating to the well-being and safety of the employees and children and all 

people present in public buildings (EU, 1992) (Sveriges Riksdag, 2003).  
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7. Conclusion 

The aim of this essay was to identify the kinds of signs that can be found in a primary school, 

their purpose, and to analyse them. It would then be established how they functioned as true 

signs according to theories of signification advanced by Saussure and Peirce, and whether they 

were vehicles for reproducing  cultural myths as suggested by Barthes. 

The notices that were documented and described included drawings, emergency escape notices, 

posters, trophies, diplomas, welcome notices or other instructions or rule notices with sign 

language representations. The notices could be categorised under Saussure and Peirce, and those 

which appear to operate by the activation of cultural myths as explained by Barthes and Lévi-

Strauss. The research of semiotics and the concepts of signs included Saussure’s bilateral model, 

consisting of a signifier and a signified. The sign, according to Saussure is also arbitrary, 

operates through differential, and is part of a system of signification. The concept of a referent 

and using prototypes that vary between different parts of the world also relates to signifier and 

signified. Peirce proposes that a sign has to be interpreted in order to be a sign including the 

relations between representamen, object and interpretant, the last of which is similar to 

Saussure’s notion of a signified. Peirce divides signs into the three categories icon, index, with 

natural or manmade indexes, and symbols. With regard to cultural myths, Barthes describes 

myths as a phenomenon of everyday life and built on connotation and denotation, and he 

exemplified this in his deconstruction of an advertisement for Panzani pasta products (see 

Appendix 1). Lévi-Strauss describes myths as helping to understand cultures by conceptualising 

certain experiences. The notices that were found could also simultaneously belong to more than 

one category of sign, such as being an icon and symbol at the same time. 
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Semiotics was used in order to identify the notices and understand the purpose and relationship 

between signifier and signified. Further information was obtained through interviewing a teacher 

at the school. That included asking about the purpose of the notices, such as the drawings on the 

walls that were used to encourage creativity and display something of which the children could 

be proud. The purpose of using sign language on many of the notices was also because the 

school works with a “språkprofil”, helping deaf children and those with other disabilities, or 

difficulty for reading, or not reading the Swedish language yet by using many sign language 

representations of words or concepts and pictures to represent.  It relates to the values of the 

primary school, and the Swedish society’s view of equality, showing that this school prioritizes 

those children in order for equal learning. 

The notices at the primary schools were also discussed from a social semiotics approach to signs, 

stating that the guidelines to the notices is drawing on present, past and future resources, as well 

as semiotic rules that have to be learned in order to ascertain the meaning and purpose for the 

notices. This contributes to the values, such as belonging and pride on a school level, regional 

level and on a national level. Analysis through the application of semiotic theories can aid 

understanding of specific notices, and, through these, an appreciation of wider Swedish culture, 

customs and values, including equality, mutual respect and sense of identity. 

7.1. Further Research  

It would perhaps be instructive for a researcher in the future to study how signs are used from a 

semiotic perspective by comparing different primary schools in Sweden, or compare primary 

schools in different countries, as a way of advancing the field of semiotics and give a greater 

understanding of the way signs work. From an educational standpoint, this may be beneficial to 
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facilitate the promotion of cultural and multicultural values and the school ethos. Additionally, 

stage of language acquisition and socialization may provide data to semioticians wishing to 

develop existing theories and analytical methods. 
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Appendix 37  

Interview: (December 10, 2015) 

. . . A: “What can you tell me about the use of notices and pictures in the school?” 

B:“The school is part of a ‘språkprofil’, which means that it should be clear since there are four 

to five students in each year that need special visual images, which is why we use the schedule 

on the whiteboard with pictures and the schedule and sign language alphabets on the student’s 

desks. There are also lessons in sign language for parents as well as the children that are 

provided at the school. It is included in the teaching plan for all students in primary school, but it 

is not certain all schools use it (referring to the use of sign language in Swedish primary schools). 

We practise sign language by teaching the sign language alphabet and use sign language while 

singing songs at first.” 

A: “Is there something particular you can tell me about the pictures, the schedule on the 

whiteboard for example?” 

B: “We use a lot of pictures to represent and show in order to help for example the children who 

have recently immigrated to Sweden and students who need everything to be clear. Each day also 

has its own colour, as well as each subject in order to make it even simpler in case they would 

not understand the pictures. There is a copy on the desks as well in order to help the children 

keep track of what lessons they have.”. . . “The notice for sports includes things associated with 

the sports class as well as the math and NO have things used and concepts that are taught which 

are relevant. The bell for break is because it is that kind of bell we use at this school, which is 

probably only our school that uses and not what other schools here in Halmstad use. They 

probably have a regular mechanic bell.” 
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A: “Do the children understand what most of the notices and pictures indicate?” 

B: “Yes, they understand most of them easily; they have most likely learned most things in order 

to understand from preschool, and if there is something they do not understand they ask each 

other, or a teacher, or any other adults.” 

A: “How about the emergency exit notices, is it easy to comprehend or is it simpler to understand 

the one that is made especially for the school that is below?” 

B: “It can be difficult for some children to comprehend that the perspective is from above, and it 

would most likely be easier for them to look at the plan of the courtyard rather than the 

emergency exit map. The buildings are also different colours; for instance, the building that is 

called the ‘yellow house’ is the colour yellow and they know what location they are to gather 

outside if there is a fire.” 

A: “Are there any rules or regulations as to what notices the school can use, local or regional or 

only specific for this school?” 

B: “As I said before, the school is part of a ‘språkprofil’ and includes a lot of visual images and 

pictures and it is the same pictures used in all classrooms in the school, but there are no rules that 

says exactly what pictures that are used and other schools do not have as many images, or in the 

same way as they are used here.” 

A: “The flags that are on the second floor in the corridor, what can you tell me about it?” 

B: “It represents the students at the school in 2012. The flags are important and the students learn 

them easily, we always go through the flags in the morning and they can always ask if they do 

not know.” 
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A: “The drawings that are on the walls and in the corridors, what can you tell me about them? 

Why are they placed at those specific locations?” 

B: “The purpose is to display things the children have done and can be proud of and for them to 

express themselves. There are different themes within the school subjects that are connected to 

the curriculum goals as well that are next to the drawings as well. These particular drawings in 

the classroom were about their interpretation of outer space.”. . . 

A: “What about the photograph of the owl that is located in the classroom door, what is its 

purpose?” 

B: “The classrooms name is ‘the owl’, I do not know if it was part of a system but it could have 

been since the preschool is called ‘the kite’ . . . and a section that used to be at the school was 

called ‘the swan’.”… 
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