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Abstract This chapter describes and analyzes Swedish educational policy related 
to technology and digital education over the past decades with a focus on how the 
relation between learning and information technology, as well as digitalization and 
its impact on other aspects of school development and management have been 
argued for and how it has been proposed to influence school practice. The analysis 
is based on a review of eight selected educational policy documents that relate to the 
framework of phases of Swedish educational reforms suggested by Sundberg. The 
result reveals that although there are some overlaps and recurring themes in the poli-
tics over time, connections between the rationale behind the political arguments and 
the reform timeframes are obvious. During its early years, digital education adopted 
a clear centralized and top-down strategy with extensive government investments 
without taking into account the local needs and conditions. Later, in line with decen-
tralization and marketization of education, the performance turn, and the adoption 
of accountability as a governing model, more demands have been placed on local 
responsibility and self-regulating regarding digitalization in school. At the same 
time, research-based evidence and international comparison have been used as a 
basis to justify further development of digital education.
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 Introduction

Digitalization in schools is nothing new. It has taken place in various phases and to 
various extents over the past 40–60 years. Sweden has witnessed a long trajectory 
of the development of digitalization in the school system. Computers had already 
been introduced in Swedish schools in the 1970s (Ministry of Education, 2002; 
National Agency for Education, 2018). Development at that time was slow, and only 
a few schools were involved. In the 1980s, digitization in terms of computerization 
in schools was estimated to be about one billion Swedish crowns (about 95 million 
EUR. Ministry of Education, 2002). According to Jedeskog (2005), there were sev-
eral waves of development during the 1980s. The first wave had the intention to 
introduce computers to the seventh to ninth grades of compulsory school, so as to 
teach students to be computer literate. The second wave in the late 1980s was 
intended to increase the general use of computers in schools. During that period, the 
focus on computers in schools mainly consisted of three levels: central development 
work to develop school-adapted software, regional development work to improve 
infrastructure, and experimental activities in selected schools (Ministry of 
Education, 2002).

National initiatives in the 1990s and beyond have carried out extensive invest-
ments in digital technology in schools. Compared to the rest of Europe, Sweden 
invested the most in information and communication technology in schools 
(Hamngren & Odhnoff, 2009). Since the late-1990s, the focus has shifted from the 
previous goals of equipping schools with computers and basic computer learning to 
technology-related competence development for teachers and to increase students’ 
achievement of the curriculum’s knowledge goals through computer use. The 
Internet revolution in the late-1990s had fundamentally changed the conditions for 
information technology (IT) in the school (Ministry of Education, 2002). The great 
wave of digitization in schools came when schools were able to offer each student a 
digital device (one-to-one) with stable Internet access during the 2000s (National 
Agency for Education, 2018). The National Agency for Education (2019) reported 
that, in principle, all pupils in the Swedish school now have access to their own 
computers. Since the beginning of the 2010s, learning platforms and digital net-
working have become increasingly important for schoolwork. A learning manage-
ment system, which is a web-based learning environment for communication 
between teachers and students, has become ever more standard in teaching contexts. 
Learning management systems also have coordination effects e.g., students and 
guardians can access digital material and update the students’ knowledge, goal ful-
fillment, and other developmental statuses through the learning management sys-
tems (National Agency for Education, 2018).

Although previous IT investments in the school have lacked systematic evalua-
tions, regular evaluations have been carried out recently. Since 2008, every 3 years, 
the National Agency for Education (2009, 2013, 2016, 2019) has followed up on the 
development of access, use, and competence regarding digital technology and digi-
tal tools. In line with the development of digitalization, research has also increased 
on IT use in the school. However, research on digital transformation in education 
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has mainly focused on the integration of digital technology in classroom teaching 
and learning, as well as how the changing conditions duo to digitalization have 
affected educators’ work and students’ academic and social goal fulfilment. Some 
researchers have studied users’ perceptions, attitudes, and competencies necessary 
for the use of digital tools and resources in formal and informal environments (e.g., 
Haglind, 2015; Holmberg, 2019; Tallvid, 2015; Willermark, 2018). More recently, 
research on learning with digital technologies from the perspectives of multimodal-
ity and social semiotics has increased, in which the study’s object is to demonstrate 
and understand the functions of the semiotic modes in the meaning-making process 
(e.g., Bezemer & Kress, 2016; Kress & Selander, 2012; Ravelli & van Leeuwen, 2018).

However, studies on the development of digital education policy over the past 
decades have been scarce. Political decisions, together with the teacher’s profes-
sional missions, are of crucial importance in structuring and restructuring the edu-
cation system. Digital education should be seen as an integral part of education 
governance. Given this, in relation to the fact that digitalization is an expanding area 
of education policy that lies within the major political and economic changes in 
societies, it seems that digital education has tended to lead a fundamental transfor-
mation of public education systems. In this context, a closer and more critical analy-
sis of the rationale regarding digital education and its consequences for school 
systems and practices will contribute to our understanding of how we relate digital 
education to the broader ideas that education should embody for the individual and 
society.

This chapter aims to describe and analyze Swedish educational policy related to 
technology and digital education over the past decades with a focus on how the rela-
tion between learning and IT, as well as digitalization and its impact on other aspects 
of school development and management, has been argued for and how it has been 
proposed to influence school practice. The leading questions are:

• What goals and strategies for commitment, initiative, and implementation of 
digital education are proposed and argued for in policies during the different 
periods?

• How has the role of digital technology in digital education been formulated, 
expressed, and motivated in the policy documents?

• How can digital education policy changes be understood in relation to various 
phases of Swedish educational reforms?

 Frameworks

Digital education is an important part of the national education system and strategy. 
To study the evolution of digital education policy and its implementation, it should 
be incorporated into the major educational reforms since the late twentieth century 
and include an analysis of the circumstances in which these major educational 
reforms have taken place. To frame the analysis and outline a path of educational 
policy initiatives for digitization in Swedish education, the proposed phases of 
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Swedish educational reforms by Sundberg (Chap. 6, this volume), the periods of 
rational planning (1960–1990), educational restructuring (1990–2010), and perfor-
mative accountability (2010–) are adapted and applied.

 Rational Planning (1960–1990)

Education in modern Sweden is an important area closely linked to the Swedish 
welfare system, which was based on the strong economic growth after the Second 
World War. A prominent aspect of the Swedish welfare model has been the powerful 
state and the rational model for social governance. It was believed that social change 
would be achieved through political and administrative procedures. This model was 
based on a normative ideal of the rationalist perspective on decision-making that 
trusted in the ability of state actors’ and agencies’ comprehensive knowledge to 
make the best decisions. Tveit and Lundahl (2017) called this model a collaboracy 
mode of policy legitimation that enabled national politicians to set policy goals, and 
the government’s investigative committees engaged experts and researchers to sup-
port decision making. During that period, major educational reforms were based on 
concepts of centralism, universality, and consensus (Lindblad & Lundahl, 1999).

 Educational Restructuring (1990–2010)

Since the 1990s, this rationalist political model has ended. Local influence, the need 
for decentralization, and individual freedom of choice have increased, and the legit-
imacy of national administrative authorities has declined (SOU, 1990), which were 
characterized by a functional transformation from the implementation of political 
programs to dissemination of information, execution of contact programs, and eval-
uation (Lindvall & Rothstein, 2006). The Swedish educational landscape has 
changed radically. During the 1990s, the school was municipalized, and free choice 
of school and establishment of independent schools were allowed. The education 
system was restructured to be decentralized with more local variations as a result of 
the introduction of management by goals and governing by results (Carlgren, 1995). 
The new National Curriculum (LpO 94) opened up for local interpretation and vari-
ation. Much of what had been previously decided on a central level was now left to 
schools, teachers, and students to decide and negotiate. The policy is legitimated 
through a so-called agency mode (Tveit & Lundahl, 2017). In education, interna-
tional agencies, such as the OECD and the European Union, are increasingly used 
by decision makers to provide synthesized comparative data that can be applied in 
national educational reform agendas under the condition of Europeanization or glo-
balization (Dale & Robertson, 2009; Lawn & Grek, 2012). Changes also occurred 
in discourses, and terms such as equality of opportunity, equal standards, and a 
school for all children were gradually replaced by notions such as excellence, com-
petition, free choice, and quality, as some of the results of the neoliberal ways of 
thinking (Carlgren, 2009).
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 Performance Accountability (2010–)

Along with the international trend of agency mode for policy legitimation, another 
strategy has been the development of quality assurance and evaluation (QAE) as an 
instrument for school governance within or across nation states. Decentralization 
and increased independence and autonomy at the local level have entailed intensi-
fied reciprocal accountability measurements at the national level. The underlying 
rationale for accountability is that producers are held accountable for the results 
they generate. In the educational context, accountability is largely related to stu-
dents’ performance. Governing is based on the results of schooling by means of 
students’ performance on tests and other kinds of indicators as to how well schools 
are performing (Lindblad, 2018). Teachers and schools, which are entrusted with 
the necessary task of teaching and instruction, are the producers, whereas students’ 
test results function as the measurable outcome (Rosenkvist, 2010). International 
large-scale assessments and statistical comparative data are usually referred to as 
scientific evidence in legitimating the national education policy (Ringarp & 
Waldow, 2016).

 Data Selection and Analysis

In this study, national policy documents related to digital education were selected 
based on their relevance to the major investments and initiatives within the area of 
digital education in the Swedish education system as well as their impact on school 
practices through the given time frame. We obtained the documents from three main 
public sources: Swedish Government Official Reports (SOU), the Publications 
Series of the Ministry of Education, and Government Bills and Government Written 
Communications. Government Official Reports (SOU) are important in Swedish 
policy formation. These reports are carried out by a government-appointed commit-
tee or commission of inquiry to examine various alternatives in relation to specific 
issues. The government provides a set of guidelines for the commission’s work in 
terms of reference, and it sets out what issue the commission is to examine, what 
problems must be solved, and by what date the inquiry should be completed. Reports 
often have a predetermined effect on the political decisions that are actually taken 
(Pettersson, 2013). Since 1968, the Ministry of Education has been responsible for 
the government’s education and research policy that is usually based on investiga-
tions presented in reports. The government’s vision and strategies regarding digital 
education efforts are also expressed in the government’s written communication and 
in the bills where the planning and budget for various areas, including education for 
the coming years, are presented. A total of eight policy documents were selected for 
analysis (see Table 11.1).

There are various types of policy studies and strategies for policy analysis that 
rely on different approaches. One approach aims primarily to examine the causes 
and consequences of public policy. Such an approach tends to provide more 
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Table 11.1 Themes covered in the policy documents in this study

Time periods Policy documents
Goals and strategies of 
digital education

Role and function of 
technology in digital 
education

1960–1990
Rational 
planning

Theme: Centralization and 
top-down initiative

Theme: Digitalization as a 
means for achieving equality 
and equivalence

Government Bill: 
1983/84:100. The 
Ministry of 
Education, 1983

Societal values such as 
gender equality and gaps 
between generations

Knowledge about technology 
and its use.

Action program for 
computer education 
in school, adult 
education and 
teacher education.
The Ministry of 
Education 
Publication Series 
1986:10 (computer 
education group). 
1986

The good computer 
society. Social values such 
as gender equality and 
rights for people with 
disabilities. Societal 
consequences for work, 
relations between humans, 
issues of power, integrity 
(supplement 10, page 10).

Computer support for pupils 
with special needs, to 
enhance learning.
In teacher education as a 
support for teaching. 
Possibilities to be used and 
risks to be avoided. 
Computer technology as a 
tool for effective teaching 
with enhanced quality.

1990–2010
Educational 
restructuring

Theme: Decentralization 
and evidence-based 
practice

Theme: Digitalization as a 
tool for effective teaching 
and learning

Wings for human 
ability. Government 
official report. 
1994:118, 1994

IT as a tool for achieving 
individual and societal 
values as gender issues 
(girls and women and 
technology), and disabled,
Communication, 
collaboration, information, 
develop new knowledge, 
problem-solving, being 
meeting, socializing.

IT to enhance life quality for 
all. IT as a force for 
internationalization and 
globalization.

The learning 
tool – national 
program for IT in 
school. Government 
Communication 
1997/98:178, 1998

Preparing for a changing 
working life and future 
education. Learning for 
the knowledge society. 
Lifelong learning.

IT as a tool for learning. IT 
as part of everyday life.

Next step.
The Ministry of 
Education 
Publications Series 
2002:19, 2002

Constructivist approach, 
creating meaning.

IT as a tool to support 
learning, communication, 
interactivity, student centered 
learning, holistic approaches, 
authentic and complex 
situations

From IT policy for 
society to politics 
for IT society. 
Government Bill 
2004/05: 175., 2004

Providing competences 
for the information 
society.

IT should contribute to 
enhanced quality of life, 
sustainability,

(continued)
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descriptive and predictable information (Hardy, 2009). Policy research can also be 
regarded as a practice of trying to describe and analyze the effects of a policy that 
already exists or projecting large social effects of the policy structure. In this con-
text, policy research is one step closer to examining policy relevance. It is focused 
on observing what motives for a policy change have been presented and what pro-
posed impacts and effects of the policy have been argued for (Lingard, 2009).

To explore values and interests served by a particular policy, one strategy is to 
examine educational policy from a historical perspective, especially for determining 
“the major ideas, values and critical factors that have influenced and shaped the 
direction of education policy in a given period” (Phillips, 2003, p. 2). By relying on 
the framework (Sundberg, Chap. 6, this volume) and using a qualitative analysis 
software program for content analysis, we identified central themes in the selected 
documents (see Table 11.1). All documents included in this paper were read through 
several times by the authors aiming to provide both comprehensive and detailed 
information relevant to the themes. In the following Findings section, we elaborate 
on the analysis in more detail.

Table 11.1 (continued)

Time periods Policy documents
Goals and strategies of 
digital education

Role and function of 
technology in digital 
education

2010–
Performance 
accountability

Theme: The use of big 
data and international 
comparison

Theme: Digitalization as an 
instrument in global 
competition

A digital agenda in 
human service – a 
bright future can be 
ours. Government 
Official Report 
2014:13

Education for the future. 
Societal values such as 
gender equality. Equal 
access to digital 
technology. Digital 
competence to be 
employable or capable to 
run a business.

Tools for learning in a 
modern education.

National digitization 
strategy for the 
school system.
The Ministry of 
Education 2017

Education to learn about 
and have the possibility to 
change the world. 
Education for democracy.

Effective use of the 
possibilities of digital 
technology for gaining 
knowledge and achieve 
equity. Technology provides 
conditions that steer, 
important to understand how 
technology works in order to 
know how to change.
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 Findings

In the following section, we present an overview of the central themes in the policy 
documents in Table 11.1, followed by more detailed descriptions of the arguments 
contained in the selected policy documents regarding goals and strategies for digital 
education as well as the role of digital technology in digital education.

 The Goal and Strategies of Digital Education

 Centralization and Top-Down Initiatives

In the early years of digital education, the focus was on the provision of computer 
equipment and software for the late compulsory years. During the 1980s, a compre-
hensive investment in basic education had been carried out in the field of computers 
in schools by the state. It was intended to be implemented successfully over 3 years 
from the 1984–1985 financial year. As a stimulus to the municipalities, it was pro-
posed that they should receive government grants (120 million SEK) for the pur-
chase of computer equipment and software for all lower secondary schools. 
Regarding teacher competence, it was clearly reasoned that one or two teachers per 
lower secondary school should have a more qualified continuing education in 
IT. They will then pass on their knowledge of IT to their colleagues and become 
responsible for part of the computer teaching (Government Bill, 1983/84:100, 1983).

It was also proposed that special funds would be allocated partly for information 
and development work with a focus on computer teaching and partly to support the 
production of teaching materials in this area (Government Bill, 1983/84:100, 1983). 
As computer education would be integrated into the curriculum, teachers’ access to 
computers and their computer literacy and skills training became a priority area for 
investment. The government decided that teachers who teach in social sciences and 
mathematics at lower secondary school and teachers in upper secondary school who 
teach computer learning and computer use could receive full pay for 3 and 5 weeks’ 
training in computer education respectively (ibid.).

National efforts toward computerization in schools continued to expand during 
the late 1980s with a budget of approximately 460 million SEK over a 5-year period. 
The development emphasized working on a comprehensive experimental program 
in the computer education area with future proposals for both goals and content as 
well as organization. The requirement was for at least one computer per 25 pupils in 
primary school. Attention should also be paid to provide the necessary accessories, 
special keyboards, high-quality graphics, color, and sound (Ministry of 
Education, 1986).

The efforts required a review of knowledge that led to revision of the syllabuses. 
Based on the experience of local trial operations from previous periods and in-depth 
analysis of foreign experiences, the state now wanted to invest in a broad computer 
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education geared toward the public with more focus on adults’ computer education 
from a working life perspective. Requirements for changes in teacher education had 
also been an important agenda to which method development for the use of 
computer- based technical aids was considered (Ministry of Education, 
1983/84:100, 1983).

In spring 1994, the government appointed a commission to promote widespread 
use of IT in Sweden. One of its major initiatives was the National Action Program 
for ICT in Schools (ITiS) launched by the Swedish Government (Government 
Communication, 1997/98:176) in 1998. ITiS was an ICT project as well as a school 
development project. It included all educational actors in preschool, compulsory 
school, special school, Sami (minority folk) school, upper secondary school, and 
municipal adult education. All Swedish municipalities chose to participate in all 
parts of the program. Several guiding principles underpinned the planning of the 
program and informed the implementation in the municipalities. Equal standards 
between schools and equal quality for students as well as the dimension of school 
development were stressed (Ministry of Education, 2002).

 Decentralization and Evidence-Based Practice

The restructuring of education during the 1990s had been a global movement with 
many similarities in various countries. Swedish education seemed to have restruc-
tured faster and more radically than most other countries. It turned into one of the 
most decentralized systems in the OECD countries. The first phase of the restructur-
ing emphasized the decentralizing aspects of building large spaces for local deci-
sions, followed by the municipalization and privatization of the school in the early 
1990s. The state grants for IT investments to the school reduced; instead, more 
responsibility, both economically and politically, was given to the municipalities 
and local educational institutions. The Government Official Report (SOU, 1994) 
claimed that municipalities and schools, including independent schools, are respon-
sible for promoting the use of IT in education and setting goals for how this should 
be done. Each municipality must work on a strategy for IT use and its expansion in 
the school:

IT use in school cannot and should not be regulated from the central level. There is already 
support in the national documents and aims for the use of IT in school. The municipalities 
must therefore establish IT strategies that provide guidance and support and ensure that IT 
is part of the teachers’ continuing education. (Ministry of Education, 2002, p. 17)

The principals have the same responsibility for their own schools. The use of IT in 
schools has increasingly been regarded as part of the school development work 
because successful use of IT often has its basis in a holistic view that includes orga-
nizational changes as well as new working methods and roles for teachers and 
pupils. However, more research into how IT best promotes school development and 

11 Understanding Swedish Educational Policy Developments in the Field of Digital…



222

how IT interacts with other measures and changes is claimed to be needed (Ministry 
of Education, 2002).

Decentralization, marketization, and privatization of education also demand col-
laboration among various sectors and stakeholders. The Agency for School 
Development is given the task to design a support for cooperation between public 
and private actors’ so-called public–private partnership model (PPP cooperation). It 
is argued that the IT area in the school is suitable for such a model “because IT use 
as support for learning creates new needs within the school and can create new mar-
kets” (Government Bill, 2004/05:175, 2004, p. 109). To ensure sustainable techni-
cal solutions, the government also believes that this type of cooperative agreement 
should be based on open standards. Standards and recommendations are being 
developed in collaboration with both international and national standardization bod-
ies. Cooperation also takes place within the framework of the Swedish School Data 
Network as well as the European School Data Network (ibid.).

To support schools’ continued digitization, Sweden’s Municipalities and 
Counties (SKL, changed to Sweden’s Municipalities and Regions in 2019) devel-
oped a framework for evaluating how well schools are benefiting from the possibili-
ties of digitization, LIKA (i.e., ledning, infrastruktur, kompetens och användning. It 
means management, infrastructure, skills and use in English) in 2013 to serve as a 
tool, particularly for principals’ use, to develop strategies and to drive change work 
with ongoing evaluation: “The objective is that the tool should be clear and self- 
explanatory for the evaluation and development of the school’s digitization. The 
tool should also be used for monitoring and comparisons of IT maturity among 
schools” (SOU, 2014, p. 131).

The importance of evaluation, research and international statistical comparison 
has been highlighted in the policy documents since the 2000s, following the inter-
national trend of evidence-based practice as support for policymaking.

A large part of this material is based on statistical surveys mainly from the Swedish National 
Agency for Education and a European survey as the goal of the digital agenda, that Sweden 
should be the best in the world in using the possibilities of digitalization, comparisons are 
made from the survey between Sweden and the three countries that various issues lie mainly 
in Europe ... (SOU, 2014, p. 131).

Large state funding initiatives have been implemented since the early 2000s. The 
Swedish Research Council and the Swedish Innovation Systems Agency (Vinnova) 
are the largest state financiers of technology-related research, including research on 
IT use in schools, in cooperation with universities and colleges. The Swedish 
Research Council is responsible for basic research, whereas Vinnova is responsible 
for more applied research (Government Bill, 2004/05:175, 2004). The Ministry of 
Education Publication Series ‘s (Ministry of Education, 2002) recommendations 
and proposals for future IT actions in schools are based on a variety of previous 
research, including classroom research. The National Agency for Education is also 
tasked with speeding up the codification of successful local practices for digital- 
based teaching so as “to become proven experience that can be used in professional 
development efforts throughout the country” (SOU, 2014, p. 200).
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 The Use of Big Data and International Comparison

One of the political goals of IT is for Sweden to become the best in the world in 
using digital technologies. However, the goal that needs to use international indexes 
and rankings that measure digitization is relative: “An international outlook of this 
type can help capture what is happening today and give perspective to what we do 
to move our positions forward” (SOU, 2014, p. 36). Since the 2010s, the statistical 
databases at the Digital Agenda Scoreboard and the ICT Development Index (IDI) 
from the International Telecommunications Union (ITU) have been used as a basis 
for arguments presented in the IT policy documents. Based on these data, it was 
confirmed that Sweden already had a very strong position in international compari-
sons and has consistently ranked at the top in the latest rankings. Sweden was the 
only country among the three ranked highest on some of the more important indexes 
that measure digitalization in the world, as it referred to the Digitalization 
Commission’s report from 2013 (ibid.).

Comparison has also been used as a strategy to inform and reinforce the argu-
ment and to strengthen the recommendations in the area of digital education. One 
example included introducing international developments in curriculum that 
appeared to follow different development trends with an increased focus on intro-
ducing programming as a separate subject in primary school. By referring to UK’s 
adopted national curriculum in 2013, in which it included goals with programming 
(computing) in all age categories, the Swedish government argued for a same direc-
tion towards that everyone needs to learn how to program code if Sweden wants to 
“continue to be a strong knowledge nation and maintain its competitiveness” (SOU, 
2014, p. 50). By programming, “it is not intended to learn a specific programming 
language. Instead, the broader concept of programming (which can also be said to 
include modelling problems, abstraction, logic, etc.) is intended” (ibid. p. 50). This 
is also clearly stated in the National Digitization Strategy for the School System 
(Ministry of Education, 2017):

All children and students need to gain an understanding of how digitalization affects the 
world and our lives, how programming controls both the flow of information we are 
accessed as well as the tools we use, as well as knowledge of how technology works. (p. 3)

Another example is the influence of large-scale international comparative studies 
(e.g., PISA and PIRLS) in educational policymaking. This is in line with the trend 
of evidence-based practice that focuses on the use of the best available evidence to 
bring about desirable results or prevent undesirable ones. As schooling is generally 
considered successful only when the predetermined outcomes have been achieved, 
education worldwide therefore makes excessive requirements of assessment, mea-
surement, testing, and documentation. Digitalization in schools is closely linked to 
this trend, partly because (a) digital technology allows for the execution of large 
international tests and studies, as well as the availability of big databases, and (b) 
digital competence is an important part of the knowledge, skills, and learning that 
are integrated into the assessment, measurement, testing, and documentation 
(SOU, 2014).
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The Government Official Report (SOU, 2014) discussed the PISA results with a 
focus on comparison between traditional reading and digital reading, in which the 
Swedish students from 2012 seemed to be better at digital than traditional reading. 
It referred to a report of the National Agency for Education that states “traditional 
and digital reading can be regarded as different types of reading, but also as compo-
nents of an overall literacy” (p.  133). It was also found that the advantage that 
Swedish students previously possessed had now also disappeared in the digital field. 
The result in digital reading had dropped and was now at the average level as in 
other participating countries, because the previous advantage was based on the fact 
that IT was introduced earlier in Swedish schools. If Sweden is to maintain its self- 
image of being a model for the world, it should continue to invest in IT in schools, 
and this is not about whether IT can make traditional schools more efficient but 
what new technology-supported methods can improve students’ learning (SOU, 
2014). It is argued that IT knowledge and skills are an essential part of determining 
if students will be able to work in the emerging society. Furthermore, the school 
“should develop techniques to identify and measure these knowledge and skills” 
(p. 135). Much like other educational policies and reforms, there is no doubt that 
digital education in Sweden, due to the diminished results of both international and 
national academic assessments since the late 2000s, has looked beyond the coun-
try’s borders to find educational policy models and legitimacy for the implementa-
tion of digital education policy changes.

 The Role of Digital Technology in Education

 Digitalization as a Means for Achieving Equality 
and Equivalence

Following reflections on the previous top-down national IT strategy, which focused 
only on providing computers to teachers and equipping schools with computer labs 
for student use and led to slow IT development in schools, the focus of IT in schools 
has shifted to promoting technology’s role in education’s changing connection to its 
social missions. This strategy emphasizes the importance of broad and developed IT 
use and states that access to and effective use of IT should not be limited to educa-
tion in the schools, but should also be important for everyday life and working life 
in society as a whole to enhance quality of life and make the workforce more com-
petitive internationally. The concept of lifelong learning in relation to IT efforts 
emerged in the late 1990s (Ministry of Education, 2002).

It is argued that due to changes in society, the role of schools must be partly 
redefined. Schools play a compensatory role in IT development in society, which is 
important for the general task of giving everyone an equal education and achieving 
equality. However, according to the Ministry of Education (2002), there are a num-
ber of paradigm shifts that have taken place in recent years in view of IT and 
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education due to the Internet. It is thought that the discussion is no longer about the 
education system but instead the “learning process.” Now it is no longer talking 
about “offering education” but “facilitating access for a variety of learners,” not 
“technology” but “content and people,” not “individual efforts and projects” but 
“exchange and collaboration,” not “learning to use ICT” but “using ICT to learn.” 
(pp. 20–21). The political arguments for expanding IT elements in education can 
therefore be seen as twofold: first, from a socioeconomic perspective, the workforce 
must possess IT skills, and schools should contribute to this. Investing in IT in 
schools is also necessary to provide students with civic competence. Second, IT in 
schools is a means for creating equal opportunities between students and thus help-
ing to create an equal schooling by reducing digital divisions (SOU, 2014).

Another aspect of the importance of IT in schools connects to democratic values 
regarding gender equality. As early as the 1980s, gender issues related to women’s 
use of computers were highlighted. It was necessary to increase women’s interest in 
computer technology and to recruit women to study computer focused fields. Thus, 
the state and the Study Association initially made grants for special courses for 
women (Government Bill, 83/84:100). The issue of gender equality has been 
emphasized in most policy documents over the years. It is stated in the National 
Digitalization Strategy for the School System (Ministry of Education, 2017):

The inclusion of an equality perspective in the work with digitalization is thus important for 
the opportunity to achieve the gender equality policy goal of equality education. In the work 
on digitization, it is therefore important to have an equality perspective to ensure that all 
children and students are given the same conditions and opportunities. (p. 7)

The importance of digitalization has also been highlighted in connection to special 
education. As the Ministry of Education (1986) stated in its action plan, “special 
attention is paid to questions about the computer as support for students with special 
difficulties and, among other things, studying how computer support can be used to 
support and improve the learning of disabled students” (p. V). Some efforts were 
already ongoing during the 1980s. For example, the government provided special 
schools and their resource centers with additional support and aid and gave them 
better opportunities to provide disabled students with computer based technical 
aids, including the purchase of equipment and software in the special school (ibid.). 
Due to these efforts, “the special school has during the 1990s become one of the 
most computer-dense educational environments in the school” (Government 
Communication, 1997/98, p. 22).

IT access for students with disabilities received a great deal of attention during 
the digitalization developments of the 1990s and early 2000s. This occurred in two 
steps: access to computer based reading and writing tools that students could man-
age independently, as well as access to the Internet and e-mail so they could gain 
knowledge source and the possibility of communication that creates completely 
new opportunities for participation and equality (ibid.). It is claimed that IT can 
contribute actively to creating openness and accessibility for children, adolescents, 
and adults with disabilities. Without accessibility of people with disabilities, “IT 
instead contributes to alienation, exclusion, and segregation” (Ministry of Education, 
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2002, p.  81). Government Official Report (SOU, 2014) referred to the Swedish 
School Inspectorate’s review of the use of IT tools in 2012. This review cited reports 
from the National Agency for Education and the Special Education Agency, which 
stipulated that proper use of IT tools contributes to more effective learning through 
improved individual adaptation, increased motivation, and student collaboration. It 
also pointed out that modern IT tools have proven particularly valuable for teaching 
students who need special support.

 Digitalization as a Tool for Effective Teaching and Learning

Arguments for investing in IT in schools have always been linked to teaching and 
learning, but the focus has varied over time. Policy documents from the 1980s 
revealed a strong focus on treating computer knowledge as a separate subject 
through computer instruction. The compulsory education curriculum from 1980 
included teaching in computer knowledge i.e. teaching about computers and their 
use at the lower secondary level within the framework of first-hand mathematics, as 
well as social and nature oriented subjects. This computer education was aimed at 
informing students about the use of computers in society. It also emphasized the 
students’ understanding of that technical aids are controlled by people. Computer 
education should also focus on computer functions and emphasize computer pro-
grams, tasks, and methods for problem-solving as stated in Government Bill 
1983/84. Computers’ practical functions were the particular focus of an argument 
for the importance of giving students access to computer education in two-year 
vocational programs (ibid.). It claimed that “In the long term, the opportunity should 
be taken into account to give the students an expanded teaching on mini and large 
computer environment with regard to system and program development. Computer 
communication should also be an essential element of this teaching” (Ministry of 
Education, 1986, p. VI).

Since the 1990s, technology’s role in education has become more visible in gov-
ernance documents, which argue that IT can constitute a new way of gaining and 
utilizing knowledge and contribute to the development of new teaching methods in 
schools, at a distance, in youth education, and in lifelong learning. IT’s contribution 
to opportunities for distance education was highlighted as contributing to the dis-
semination of information about educational and technical opportunities and 
emphasizing good examples nationwide. IT was no longer treated as a separate 
subject in schools, but was expected to function as an integrated educational aid in 
all courses and subjects and for all students (SOU, 1994).

All students in the school should learn how to use IT. In this way, the teaching environment 
can be renewed, pedagogy developed and learning improved. This releases the creativity of 
both teachers and students. It provides increased opportunities for personal development 
and success in the professional world. (p. 9)
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Seeing IT as a teaching aid in teaching changed the view of teachers’ roles and their 
competency required. The policy documents highlighted the importance of invest-
ing in IT professional development and training for teachers. This led to a national 
program for IT in school (ITiS) from 1999 to 2002. The program had two parts: the 
first gave teachers knowledge about computers, and the second, which was the pro-
gram’s focus, emphasized the use of computers as educational tools in daily activi-
ties at school. This part addressed how students could use computers in this context 
to gain various forms of knowledge (Government Communication, 1997/98:176).

Including IT in teacher education also attracted attention in the late 1990s by 
facilitating some reflections:

But the experience of that work does not seem to have been systematically transferred to 
ordinary activities and many universities still seem to lack a conscious and in-depth discus-
sion about IT’s long-term impact on the school, the teacher role and not least the school 
subjects. An evaluation of the use of IT in teacher education, especially regarding the didac-
tic discussion, would be desirable and possibly lead to recommendations on measures. 
(Ministry of Education, 2002, p. 37)

Research on computer use in teaching and learning environments usually empha-
sized and supported the use of computers as educational tools. The Ministry of 
Education (2002) referred to the Knowledge Foundation final evaluation report by 
the ELOIS group, which confirmed that the general perception of what occurs in the 
classroom is that teachers’ roles have changed, students are more active and work 
more individually, and computers are integrated into teaching. However, it also 
reported that the use of computers to search for information on the Internet was so 
dominant that “IT is a versatile tool in single-track use” (ibid. p. 29). The Ministry 
of Education (2002) also cited another study, which indicated that “computer sup-
ported individual work under supervision hardly [is] an appropriate pedagogy for 
tomorrow’s school. It probably leads to IT one-sidedness, depletion and increased 
stress” (pp. 29–30).

When such critical arguments appeared in earlier documents, later policies had a 
more positive view of IT use in teaching and learning. In its 14-page Digitization 
Strategy for the School System, the Ministry of Education (2017) used the word 
opportunities 27 times, while the word Problem was not mentioned at all. 
Digitalization in schools has been appreciated with the assertion that IT contributes 
to effective learning in terms of improved student achievement and reduced admin-
istration by teachers. Often, the benefits of technology relate to increased opportuni-
ties for teachers and students to access open and rich resources for teaching and 
learning, open communications, and networked and collaborative learning. 
Digitalization has created opportunities for individually adapted and flexible learn-
ing based on students’ diverse conditions. When students and learning are at the 
center of education instead of teachers and teaching, digitalization is a decisive fac-
tor that influences the culture of education (SOU, 2014; Ministry of Education, 2017).

11 Understanding Swedish Educational Policy Developments in the Field of Digital…



228

 Digitalization as an Instrument for Global Competition

Since the 1990s, neoliberal thinking has dominated much of the restructuring rheto-
ric nationally and worldwide, leading to the economization of educational dis-
course. As a result, accountability, competitiveness, and performance (goals and 
standards) have led to the targeting of performance indicators as an important edu-
cation reform strategy. In education, extended national evaluations and international 
performance tests (e.g., PISA, PIRLS) showed that Swedish students performed 
quite well until the first half of the 1990s. After that, and especially after 2000, 
results declined, particularly in mathematics and science. Policy documents since 
the mid-2000s have inevitably referred to these international standard test results to 
justify their demands for increasing the quality and efficiency of teaching and learn-
ing in Swedish schools. Integrating digital technologies into teaching and learning 
is regarded as one solution for reaching this goal because “IT is seen as a tool to 
increase learning efficiency. IT is said to be a catalyst for change that can make the 
school more flexible and increase the quality of learning” (SOU, 2014, p.  134). 
However, the document also stated that even though many studies question whether 
IT can improve students’ school results and only few studies have provided clear 
answers, more research and evidence are necessary.

On the political level, digitalization in schools is regarded as playing an impor-
tant role in helping train the future workforce and enhance innovation to succeed in 
international competition. It is argued that through the use of IT in schools increases 
opportunities for students to learn important future skills, such as critical thinking 
and creativity. In its policy document National Digitization Strategy for the School 
System, the Ministry of Education (2017) stipulated that one purpose of the strategy 
is that all students should have the opportunity to develop adequate digital compe-
tence. This, in turn, requires giving students the opportunity to develop their ability 
to use digital technology, which “is becoming increasingly important for the future 
working life” (Ministry of Education, 2017, p. 6).

The notion of digitalization, which is a central concept in IT politics, was first 
discussed and defined officially in a report by the Digitalization Commission on 
behalf of the Swedish government (SOU, 2014), which stated:

Digitalization today is usually used in two different meanings. Partly as information digita-
lization, that is, the transformation of information into digital form, and partly as social 
digitalization, that is (increased) use of IT in a broad sense in society. (p. 28).

It is believed that digitalization and IT based solutions can increase the availability 
and efficiency of companies and public sectors, including education. The govern-
ment’s digital agenda reflects the need for both forms of digitalization, but its digital 
agenda and the establishment of the Digitalization Commission in 2012 were moti-
vated primarily by a desire to promote social digitalization “to use it and its applica-
tions for increased innovation power, profitability and competitiveness” (SOU, 
2014, p. 29).
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 Discussion and Conclusion

The development of digital education and digitalization in schools can be placed in 
the three periods linked to Swedish educational reforms over time, as suggested by 
Sundberg (Chap. 6, this volume). However, these timeframes need to be regarded as 
rather loose. Ideas do not shift instantly, so the suggested visible patterns in policy 
arguments can be related to and partly understood in terms of changing political 
circumstances over time and governing models with overlaps and recurring themes. 
Thus, certain topics are common in various documents from different periods.

Over the years, the hope or hypothesis emerged that digital education could 
strengthen social values such as gender equality and inclusion. Education for all and 
integration have been the main purposes and principles of the comprehensive educa-
tion system since its establishment in the 1960s, which is connected to the Nordic 
education model characterized by a number of overall values such as social justice, 
equality, equal opportunities, integration, and democratic participation for all stu-
dents regardless of social and cultural background and abilities (Imsen, Blossing, & 
Moos, 2017; Lundahl, 2016). There are discussions today about how this model 
relates to the changed conditions, as it seems that these values are influenced by the 
reforms that have taken place in the different Nordic countries. What has been com-
mon is that all these countries have flexible curricula and open-up learning objec-
tives in conjunction with the trust in the teacher professionalism and the ability of 
individual schools to bring these values into practice. Thus, the main structure 
remains in the surface, as it is argued by Imsen et al. (2017). The result also implies 
that the Swedish government believes that digital education and increased technol-
ogy use will increase opportunities for all to access knowledge and social participa-
tion, which can increase equality in schools in general and in gender quality in 
particular. Technology is also considered as an effective educational tool that can 
support the learning of children and young people with disabilities. However, tech-
nology may also entail the risk of preventing women from taking advantage of tech-
nology because the properties of technology are considered as more masculine in 
nature, and therefore it is important to pay attention to the gaps that may arise in 
technology use in education. Some researchers also pointed out that digitalization in 
schools has led to further undesirable consequences, such as in the case of digital 
divisions between children and young people, as well as their parents, due to differ-
ent socioeconomic and cultural or linguistic backgrounds. Thus, the concept of digi-
tal exclusion has emerged in recent debates and research (Helsper & Reisdorf, 2017; 
Van Deursen & van Dijk, 2015).

In all policy documents, technological conditions are regarded as a basic prereq-
uisite for the positive effect of digital education, regardless of which technology the 
documents address. From earlier years’ focus on providing computers at school to 
access to software programs, Internet access, online learning resources, networked 
and interactive learning platforms, the one-to-one initiative, and access to databases 
for national and international comparisons, it is believed that digital equipment and 
resources, infrastructure, and supporting service systems are the most basic but 
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most important conditions for digital education. Investment costs money, so local 
economic conditions play an important role in development at the local and institu-
tional levels. Digital education policies after the 1990s focused on pointing out the 
factors and dangers of increased inequality in digital education between various 
municipalities and schools. Research and investigations have also revealed differ-
ences between large and small municipalities, between schools in different areas, 
and between public and independent schools, not only regarding access, but also in 
terms of use and digital competence (SKL, 2016; Swedish Parliament, 2016).

Another area of attention in all documents is the importance of developing teach-
ers’ digital skills. This is considered as a basic prerequisite for digital technology 
use in classrooms to increase the effectiveness of teaching and learning. Since the 
1980s, the state has invested considerably in teachers’ continuing education in this 
field in various ways. It has also placed increased demands on teacher education 
related to future teachers’ digital skill development. Later, it also emphasized the 
digital skills of school leaders and all school staff on the grounds that digital educa-
tion is not merely a matter of individual teachers’ skills and will or using technology 
in classroom instruction. Rather, it is an organizational and school development 
issue, especially given the increased national and international comparison and 
competition in the education market, which has increased demands for local 
accountability and self-regulating regarding education quality issues (Selwyn, 
2016; Williamson, 2016).

However, there are some clear links between arguments presented in the various 
documents and the proposed governing models. The arguments apply to digitaliza-
tion strategies and goals, as well as technology’s roles and functions in education, 
as illustrated in Table 11.1. The normative ideal of the rationalist perspective on 
decision-making is based on trusting state actors’ and agencies’ knowledge and 
power derives from a centralized and universalized governance model (Lindblad & 
Lundahl, 1999). Policy documents from the 1980s provided clear evidence of this 
pattern, such as detailed recommendations on the number of students per computer 
and the number of hours and course points for teacher in-service training. 
Digitalization in schools also had a clear top-down strategy in which extensive state 
investment was distributed to the local without accounting for local needs and 
conditions.

Since the 1990s, the Swedish education system has undergone radical restructur-
ing. Decentralization, marketization, and privatization place demands on local 
responsibility and self-control. The demand for local investment in digitalization in 
schools has increased, and the development of teachers’ digital skills has become 
more locally adaptable. Quality and effectiveness have been the central concepts 
used in the policy documents with a clear link to neoliberal ideology. Digital educa-
tion strategies have followed this trend with an emphasis on promoting the effective 
use of digital tools in teaching and learning.

Governing by results also became increasingly dominant after the 2010s, as mea-
surable school and pupil performance became indicators for comparison and evalu-
ation. Access to national and international big data also allowed local and individual 
schools to compare and control their own results as instruments for self-evaluation 
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and self-accountability for the school’s quality work (Lingard, 2009; Ozga, 2016; 
Dahler-Larsen, Segerholm, et al., 2011; Souto-Otero & Beneito-Montagut, 2016). 
The use of international standards, benchmarks, and comparisons has also become 
an important manner to increase competitiveness in a global context, which is rooted 
in the belief of evidence-based practice. It is based on a logic that what works is that 
we can produce an output or an improved output if we deliver what we intervene 
into an already existing practice. However, the danger is to be contextless and even-
tually become one-size-fits-all. Instead of what works in the end, it is about how we 
can make it work (Adolfsson, Forsberg, & Sundberg, 2018; Kvernbekk, 2017). 
Arguments in digital education policy in the 2010s focuses largely on the statistical 
comparison of the results from the major international tests as a powerful evidence 
to justify the agenda and efforts of enhancing digital technology in education to 
improve the quality of education and the pupils’ digital skills in order to increase 
their competitiveness in the future global labor market.

In conclusion, even though the digitalization of Swedish schools has been ongo-
ing for somewhat 40–60 years laying the grounds for what today can be considered 
as digital education, its formation in policy and practice has not been comprehen-
sively described in research. In this chapter, we have tried to capture this process 
using a rather narrow sample of policy texts in the area selected within the sug-
gested timeframes by Sundberg (Chap. 6, this volume). We have analyzed the goals 
and strategies for commitment, initiative, and implementation of digital education 
proposed and argued for in the policies during these three periods, and we have 
related these to the role of digital technology in digital education as it formulated, 
expressed, and justified in the policy documents. The ambition has been to critically 
analyse how digital education policy changes can be understood in relation to vari-
ous phases of Swedish educational reform. As education in Sweden becomes 
increasingly digital, understanding the origins of digital education is an important 
part of understanding the future trajectory of education at large.
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