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Abstract 

Introduction. This paper concerns the concept of information use. The aim of the study 
is to understand how information use, as an activity, is shaped when project-based 
methods are used in primary school. The particular focus here is information use which 
involves visual information resources. It relates to the overarching aim of a set of 
studies describing and illustrating how information literacies are enacted and socially 
shaped in Swedish primary schools. 
Method. 25 booklets, produced by children at a Swedish primary school when working 
with project-based assignments, were collected during an ethnographical study.  
Analysis. An analysis of the relationships between pictures and text in the 25 booklets 
was conducted.  
Results. The analysis suggests that the pictures in the booklets are subordinated to 
written text and their functions are decorative and illustrative. Pictures are seldom used 
for explaining or narrating.  
Conclusions. An underpinning idea of the study is to understand information activities 
as purposeful within the settings where they take place. Given earlier research 
indicating that project-based working methods tend to be focused on the reproduction 
of facts and the making of products rather than on contents, it could be argued that the 
children's use of pictures in this study is purposeful. However, if this use of pictures is a 
desirable outcome could be a matter of discussion. The findings may be relevant for 
developing teaching in the multimodal aspects of information use. 
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Introduction 

In the literature on information literacy there is no consensus on what the information part of the 
concept denotes; however, it is often the case that it is implicitly understood as textual sources and 
documents (Limberg, et al. 2012; Lloyd 2007; O'Farrill 2010). One reason for this might be that the 
concept is often discussed in relationship to educational settings, which often are text-focussed, not to 
say text-dominated. Concurrently, however, in the neighbouring fields of literacy studies we can see 
an increased interest in multimodal aspects of literacies and in how children, as well as adults, are 
becoming literate in relation not only to alphabetic text, but to a range of modes (Buschman 2009; 
Jewitt 2009). Even though one should be cautious in describing requirements on people to learn how 
to read pictures and other types of visual material as completely new and revolutionary, changes in 
the technology and media landscape have, in our view, also changed some of the conditions for 
information seeking, use, and production in terms of the range of modes that are employed.

In a recent study of two forms at a Swedish primary school Lundh and Alexandersson (2012) found 
that the activity of seeking pictures stood out as an activity which involved a high level of interaction 
and cooperation among the pupils. However, pictures were still seen as subordinate to text, as 
additional non-informative decorations and space-fillers in this setting. The current article presents a 
follow-up study with a focus on how pictures are used and produced in the same setting. 

This study concerns information use. It relates to a set of studies (Lundh 2010; Lundh et al 2011; 
Lundh and Alexandersson 2012) with the overarching aim of describing and illustrating how 
information literacies are enacted and socially shaped in Swedish primary schools when project-based 
methods of learning are employed. In order to do this, several information activities within a Swedish 
primary school were analysed and, in this specific case, the use of pictures is the focus.

Information use in educational contexts

The social practice in focus for this study is that of Swedish primary school children working with 
project-based methods of learning. This type of working method is common within Swedish schools; 
throughout the educational system children and young people are engaged in activities that require 
their independent information seeking, use and production. 

The information activities connected to these kinds of methods of working have been the focus of 
research conducted at the intersection between library and information science and educational 
science (e.g., Erstad 2005; Kuhlthau 1991; Limberg 1999; Todd 2006; Sundin and Francke 2009). 
Within this field, central questions concern the relationships between, and the conditions for, 
information seeking, information use and learning; such as how information seeking and use can lead 
to desirable learning outcomes, but also how information seeking and information use is learnt in 
educational contexts (Limberg and Alexandersson 2010). 

A number of studies conducted over a ten-year period in Swedish contexts (e.g., Alexandersson and 
Limberg 2003; Limberg 1999; Limberg and Alexandersson 2003; Limberg et al. 2008) have shown 
that there are interrelations between the ways of approaching and understanding information seeking 
and use, and how school tasks are solved. In a summary of these studies Limberg (2007: no 
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pagination) highlights both the 'interaction between students' approaches to information seeking as 
fact-finding and a poor learning outcome and the approach of 'information seeking as analysing and 
scrutinising coinciding with qualified learning outcomes' when pupils are working with complex tasks 
such as project-based assignments. Thus, these studies have shown the benefits of including not only 
issues of information seeking, but also issues of information use and learning in studies of information 
activities in educational settings. This broader focus has led to conclusions that underline the 
importance of including aspects of information use in information literacy instruction and user 
education.

Furthermore, these Swedish studies have shown that project-based working methods are often 
reduced to procedures of 'transport and transformation of text' (Alexandersson and Limberg 2003: 23) 
where the contents of what the students are supposed to learn tend to disappear. Alexandersson and 
Limberg (2003) and Limberg et al. (2008) identify an underlying problem in a conflict between 
traditional school practices, where correct answers to factual questions are central, and research-like 
working methods where solutions and outcomes are not given. In conclusion, it is evident that 
'information seeking practices as well as information literacy education in school are shaped within 
the discursive practice of schooling' (Limberg et al. 2008: 90) and that students 'act in accordance 
with their assumptions of what is expected from them both explicitly and implicitly' (Alexandersson 
and Limberg 2003: 27).

Similar conclusions were also drawn from the above mentioned study (Lundh and Alexandersson 
2012) on primary school children's seeking of pictures; the children as well as their teachers regarded 
information as being facts captured in alphabetic text. Pictures were mainly seen as collector's items 
rather than as semiotic means for the children to explore, analyse and learn from. Nevertheless, the 
seeking of pictures cannot be described as a peripheral activity; a considerable amount of time was 
spent on it and it was valued by both the children and the educators. Even though pictures as 
pedagogical tools were seen as less important than texts, pictures still seemed to fill important 
functions in this setting. What these functions are will be further explored in the following, where we 
focus on the children's use of pictures. How to go about this object of study will be discussed in the 
two next sections.

Studying information use

Within the research field of information needs, seeking and use information use is obviously one of 
the central concepts. A general understanding of human information behaviour within this field, seen 
in for example Wilson's seminal paper from 1981, can be described in the following way: information 
seeking processes ensue from individually experienced information needs, and if successful, the 
information seeking processes lead to information use. In spite of being one of the core concepts of 
the field, information use has been described as an under-studied and under-theorised concept without 
a clear definition (Wilson 1981; Kari 2010). 

During the last decades, however, this has started to change, not least through the work of Reijo 
Savolainen. In a series of papers Savolainen and colleagues (Kari and Savolainen 2010; Savolainen 
2009a, 2009b; 2006; Tuominen and Savolainen 1997) have reviewed how different theoretical 
underpinnings lead to different understandings of the concept and hence different methodological 
implications for the study of information use. In our opinion, one of the fundamental differences 
between approaches within the field is whether information use is seen as an individual cognitive 
process, where 'the individual mind is the most important arena of information use', or if it is seen as 
'an integral component of action or practice' (Savolainen 2009a: no pagination).
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Following a sociocultural tradition within the field of information needs, seeking and use (e.g., 
Alexandersson and Limberg 2003; Lloyd 2007; Sundin and Johannisson 2005a) we maintain in this 
study that information use is an activity that takes place in the interplay between individual minds and 
social practices, in communication through cultural tools. Furthermore, we also see that there are 
close relationships between the notion of information use and the notion of learning (see Kari and 
Savolainen 2010; Limberg 1999).This sociocultural stance within the field springs from pedagogical 
and educational research traditions building on the Russian social-psychologist researcher Lev 
Vygotsky. With reference to Säljö (1996), Sundin and Johannisson (2005a: 35) describe learning as a 
result of 'individual's appropriation of the physical or linguistic tools within different practices'. 
Hence, with the premise that information use takes place through the use of cultural tools, then 
learning, intentionally or unintentionally, would be the outcome of information use (see Johansson 
2009: 250). However, it has to be noted that, in this study, we will not claim that we are studying 
learning per se, but rather 'opportunities (as well as types of opportunities) or mechanisms for 
potential learning, but not if learning of any kind of permanence takes place' (Linell 2009: 232). The 
possible permanence is something we can only speculate about.

The distinction between information use and information seeking as two types of information 
activities is in some respects problematic and even adverse (see Limberg 1999). For example, the 
distinction might conceal 'that information seeking is not carried out for its own sake but to achieve 
an objective that lies beyond the practice of information seeking itself' (Sundin and Johannisson 
2005b: 107) or that information seeking and use processes rarely are linear (see Foster 2005). 
Furthermore, in everyday terms information use activities would probably be more reasonable to 
describe in other words, for example as writing up, reading, solving a task etc. For analytical reasons 
it can be useful to separate the two concepts; however, we want to emphasise the importance of not 
seeing the distinction as absolute. 

As mentioned above, in this study information use is seen as a social and concrete activity that is 
situated in specific practices. This stance does not mean that individual minds are not involved when 
information is used but it has implications for how information use may be studied. In 1997 
Tuominen and Savolainen proposed, from a social constructionist framework, how information use 
can be regarded as discursive and taking place in social interaction. We share this point of view, 
which entails a methodological focus on language use. So, when Tuominen and Savolainen (1997) 
describe information use as discursive action, they present spoken and written language as the suitable 
units of analysis. 

As Ivarsson et al. (2009) point out, this is also the case within neo-Vygotskian sociocultural theory, 
where spoken and written language is upheld as the most important tool for human thinking, 
communication and meaning-making. However, the authors present an approach where other 
mediational means, such as visual tools, are seen as intrinsically connected with linguistic ones and 
therefore should be taken into account when studying social activities and practices (Ivarsson et al. 
2009: 202f).

This study employs a multimodal approach towards the study of communication when analysing the 
use of pictures. This kind of approach has its roots in social semiotics (e.g., Jewitt 2009) and it can in 
some respects be seen as corresponding to the linguistic dialogical approach to the analysis of spoken 
language, employed within other analyses conducted within our research project (Lundh 2010; Lundh 
et al 2011; Lundh and Alexandersson 2012). The view of language use as socially situated is one 
important aspect that the approaches have in common. Thus, with a multimodal approach visual signs 
are analysed as interrelated with other modes of communication, and always in relation to the social 
practices where they are created and/or used. For our analysis of the use of pictures, this means that 
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we are interested in how the children's use of pictures is shaped by, and simultaneously shapes, the 
social practice of primary school. 

We particularly focus on the relationships between pictures and written text in this study. The analytic 
approach draws on the work of Jeff Bezemer and Gunther Kress (2009), who, in their analysis of 
English textbooks, have been influenced by the classification system of image-text relations by 
Martinec and Salway (2005). The analytic approach is described in more detail in the methods 
section.

Aim and research questions

A basic assumption is that information activities are purposeful within the settings where they take 
place. This means that our ambition is to understand why information activities are performed in the 
way they are, and thereby focus is directed to the practice in which these activities take place.

The aim of this specific study is to understand how information use, as an activity, is shaped when 
project-based methods are used in primary school. The particular focus is information use which 
involves visual information resources and it is guided by the following research question: what 
functions are ascribed to pictures when project-based methods of learning are employed in primary 
school?

Methods and empirical setting

The empirical material of this paper was collected during an ethnographical study of information 
activities at a Swedish primary school. A detailed description of the fieldwork is presented in Lundh 
(2011, esp. 34-39). One part of this study, conducted in 2008, included the observation of two third-
year forms (classes) (thirty-one children aged 9-10) when they worked in a project-based way, 
according to a working method that in this setting was called research. This type of working-method 
was developed by the two form-teachers together with the children during the first years of primary 
school. To separate this use of the term research from others, we use italics when referring to the 
working method.

During a five week period, the two forms were engaged in the research way of working two days per 
week. It included the children's own choice of topics to explore, as well as their independent 
information seeking related to this topic. The working-method was meant to be interdisciplinary, and 
the children chose diverse topics, covering, for instance, different types of animals, countries and 
geographical areas. The children's assignment was to conclude their findings in a booklet and in an 
oral presentation.

The five week project was led by the two form-teachers. Once a week the children had a twenty-
minute lesson, led by an information and communication technologies assistant, on information 
seeking on the Internet. The children were also allowed to use the school library when working with 
research, which they did, especially in the beginning of their research processes.

Data collection

The researcher responsible for data collection was Anna Lundh. The primary method of data 
collection was that of video-recordings. Detailed analyses of the video material can be found in Lundh 
(2010) and Lundh and Alexandersson (2012).
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The data collection also included the collection of documents. The material analysed in this paper 
consists of copies of the booklets that the children produced during the period of research. Our 
understanding of these booklets is informed by the analyses conducted in earlier phases of the study 
(Lundh and Alexandersson 2012); these analyses were mainly based on the video-recordings of the 
children's information activities.

Included in the present analysis are twenty-five booklets created by the children individually or in 
pairs during the study. One, or possibly two, of the booklets were produced by two children together; 
in three cases the children have worked in pairs but produced a booklet each. The rest of the booklets 
were produced by children who worked individually.

In total, the twenty-five booklets contained 502 pictures. Most of the pictures were printed from the 
web or copied from books or magazines and sometimes coloured by the children; 24% of the pictures 
were drawn by hand by the children themselves.

Method of analysis

In order to create an understanding for the functions pictures are given in the social practice of doing 
research in primary school, we have conducted an analysis of the relationships between pictures and 
text in the twenty-five booklets produced during the phase of data collection. 

What we wish to highlight is how pictures are used (or not used) as communicative tools, together 
with other modes of communication. In the analysis, we focus on compositional aspects of these 
artefacts; the pictures are analysed in relation to other forms of representation in the artefacts, 
especially written text. 

A starting-point for the analysis was the assumption that the pictures in the booklets would mainly be 
used as decorations, as this was how the function of pictures was described by the participants (Lundh 
and Alexandersson 2012). Our working definition of a decorative picture is a picture that does not tell 
a story or is carrying a story forward, which means that the text in the booklet could be understood 
without the inclusion of the pictures (Bezemer and Kress 2009: 252).

The analysis started by counting the pictures in the booklets. This included decisions on what would 
count as a picture, and how to separate adjacent pictures. It is not always self-evident how to discern 
one picture from another; for example, the page seen in Picture 1 below could be seen as one big 
picture or nine smaller pictures. In the counting process, we chose the latter alternative. 

The next step of the analysis was a bottom-up coding process. Even though we did not start with a set 
of fixed categories on relations between images and text, we found the analyses and classifications of 
image-text relations of Martinec and Salway (2005) and Bezemer and Kress (2009) useful in our 
descriptions of the analysed material. In particular, the ideas of pictures as subordinate to text; as 
exemplifying text; as complementary to text; or on an equal footing with text, were helpful.

Four dimensions of picture use emerged in the analysis. In the following, these dimensions will be 
described as four categories: decorating, illustrating, explaining, and narrating. In the next sections 
we will explain the four categories in detail and illustrate them with copies of pictures and text from 
the children's booklets. The pictures inserted are included with the permission of the children and their 
parents/caregivers.

Page 6 of 19Designing by decorating: the use of pictures in primary school

http://informationr.net/ir/17-3/paper533.html



www.manaraa.com

Analysis 

In this section the four categories of picture use will be described. Each category illustrates different 
relationships between pictures and text, and thereby different functions for pictures. 

The distribution of the categories are summarised in table 1. This table should be interpreted with 
caution, as the categorisation of the pictures was not always clear-cut (as discussed in the previous 
section). However, the table indicates how the pictures were most often used in the booklets.

Category Frequency %
Decorating 319 ≈ 63
Illustrating 146 ≈ 29
Explaining 14 ≈ 2.8
Narrating 26 ≈ 5.2

Total 502 100

 
Table 1: Approximate distribution of the four 

categories. 

Previous analyses of how the roles of pictures were described in this setting (Lundh and 
Alexandersson 2012) suggest that pictures are mainly seen as add-ons when the research method of 
working is used. The present analysis reinforces this impression, as most pictures were used 
decoratively, with no clear relation to the text mediated in the booklets. These pictures are categorised 
as decorating. However, some of the pictures were more intertwined with the surrounding text and are 
therefore placed in one of the three categories of illustrating, explaining, or narrating. 

The divisions made in table 1 might give the impression of unambiguous distinctions between the 
categories. However, rather than seeing them as mutually exclusive or exhaustive, they should be 
understood as dimensions on a continuum as illustrated in Figure 1. In the following four sections, the 
different text-image relations on this continuum will be described and exemplified. 

Figure 1: Categories of relations between pictures and text (see Martinec and Salway 2005).
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Decorating

This category includes pictures whose main function seem to be to make the booklets look nice. The 
pictures are not commented on in the text surrounding them, even though they usually depict 
something that reflects the overall theme of the booklets. The important story is told by the text, not 
by the pictures. The major part of the pictures analysed can be described as being decorative (see 
Table 1); their insertion does not change the overall story.

One example of this decorative type of picture use is picture 1 from one girl's booklet on her research 
about rabbits. The page is found in the middle of the booklet, between a page where the text is about 
young rabbits and another page where the text concerns wild rabbits. The page with pictures differs 
from the previous and the following pages, not only by the absence of alphabetical text, but also in 
that it is made on a coloured sheet of paper of a thicker quality than the ruled sheets of paper 
surrounding it. Even though the nine pictures portray young rabbits, which is the theme of the 
preceding page, the text would still be understandable without the page with pictures. In the words of 
Martinec and Salway (2005) and Bezemer and Kress (2009) the images are subordinate to the text. 
The images seem to mainly add an aesthetic dimension through the use of colours and the layout, but 
they do not add any extra dimensions of meaning in relation to the understanding of the topic of 
rabbits.
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 Figure 2: A page from a booklet on 
rabbits. 

This decorating function is also seen in Figure 3 which shows one page from another girl's research 
about the Maldives. The text on the page continues from the previous page and says '[There is a 
tropical] climate. The Maldives previously belonged to Great Britain, the country became 
independent in 1965'. Hence, the text describes (and probably reproduces) facts about the climate and 
the history of the group of islands in a neutral tone. The pictures, one copied or printed and one drawn 
by the girl herself, do not reflect the contents of the text, apart from what can possibly be seen as an 
exemplification of what tropical climate might be like in a style we usually find in travel and holiday 
advertisements. Again, the colourful images are subordinate to the text; their story about the Maldives 
as a tropical paradise does not seem to have an obvious relation to the brief factual statements in the 
text. 
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 Figure 3: A page from a booklet on the Maldives. 

Illustrating

The pictures in this category are similar to the pictures in the category of decorating in that the 
pictures are subordinate to the text. However, although the pictures are not mentioned in the text 
surrounding it, they illustrate visually something mentioned in the text. Martinec and Salway (2005) 
and Bezemer and Kress (2009) describe this relation as the pictures exemplifying the text. 

For example, in Figure 4 one girl has written a text about the history of the Swedish skiing resort Idre; 
a translation of the heading would be 'Development 1965-2007!' and the text describes a few 
milestones in the history of the resort. Whereas the drawing in yellow and blue has a decorative 
function, the copied black and white photograph illustrates, on a general level (see Martinec and 
Salway 2005) historical skiing activities. In the other parts of the girl's booklet, which describe the 
skiing resort either as a part of her own newly experienced skiing holiday trip or in a more factual 
general tone, the girl has used more contemporary pictures. Thus, the black and white picture in 
Figure 4 can be said to exemplify what is said in the text.
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 Figure 4: A page from a booklet on the 
Swedish skiing resort Idre. 

Another example where the links 
between text and picture are closer, and 
the pictures in a way enhance the text, 
but still are subordinate to it, is the two 
pages in Figure 5. In a booklet on the 
Second World War, a boy has listed the 
countries that participated in the war. 
Next to the name of each country he 
has also drawn the country's national 
flag. Given the heading that says 
'Countries involved' the text must be 
seen as superior to the pictures; the 
case would have been different if the 
heading had been 'Ensigns of the 
countries involved'. 

Explaining

In this category the pictures are more 
intertwined with the text; in the words of Martinec and Salway (2005), the relation between the text 
and the picture(s) is complementary. In our material we have found some examples where the pictures 
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are used to explain a point made in the text or where the text can only be seen as explanatory when 
combined with a picture, or when the text is understood more easily with the help of the pictures. 

 
Figure 6: A page from a booklet on 

armadillos. 

Figure 7: A page from a booklet on fruits and 
beverages. 

In Figure 6 a boy has used a photocopied picture of an armadillo and added labels on four of its body 
parts; 'soft furry skin', 'tail', 'carapace' and 'ear'. The labels are more general (Martinec and Salway 
2005) than the photo, but would not function without the relation to the image. This picture thereby 
does another kind of work than the image of a young armadillo above, which does not have any clear 
relation to the text and therefore is placed in the category of decorating. 

Another example is that of two girls who have written an instruction on how to make a battery out of 
lemons in their booklets (Figure 7). In this case the text would be understandable without the pictures, 
so the pictures are subordinate, but the pictures still make the text more comprehensible. 

Narrating

In the final category, the important story is told through the use of images. Here, the text would not 
make much sense without the pictures. Pictures are used to create a narrative where pictures and text 
are on an equal footing (Bezemer and Kress 2009: 252). This type of use, as in explaining, is rare in 
the material (see Table 1).
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A unique case is that of a boy's comic-like drawing in Figure 8. The text and picture as a whole is 
informative as regards the topic of the booklet, at the same time as it tells a story about a snake 
slithering away in the heat (illustrated by a sun and a thermometer). Through a thought bubble the 
reader is informed that snakes have difficulties in surviving in extreme heat: 'Doesn't the sun know 
that snakes can die in temperatures over 40 degrees?' This fact is also accentuated by a drawing of a 
skull. This is an example of equal footing between picture and text; the text would be less 
comprehensible without the pictures and the pictures would be uninformative without the text. 

 
Figure 8: From a booklet on reptiles. 

Figure 9: A page from a booklet on Guinne
Records.

Page 13 of 19Designing by decorating: the use of pictures in primary school

http://informationr.net/ir/17-3/paper533.html



www.manaraa.com

A different use of comics is seen in Figure 9, which shows a printed page of the Disney character 
Scrooge McDuck in a booklet made by two girls. The booklet is about Guinness World Records and 
consists mainly of pictures and factual text on different records set over the world. However, the 
combination of the printed picture and the text added by the girls 'The World's richest man' in Figure 
9 breaks away from the style in the rest of the booklet; it is inserted as a bit of a joke. In this example, 
the picture and the text are on equal footing; the picture would not have communicated the same 
message without the text and without the picture the text would not have been exemplified. Thus, the 
picture and the text are equally important for making the joke. 

The use of pictures

The research question guiding this study concerned the functions given to pictures in the context of 
research conducted by primary school pupils. In summary, it can be concluded that pictures are 
usually subordinated to written text and given the function of being decorative and illustrative, 
whereas the use of pictures for explaining or narrating is rare.

Even though the booklets contain plenty of images and drawings, they are not primarily used as 
communicative tools; there are many pictures on display but it is primarily alphabetic text that 
communicates the contents of the children's research projects. Images have been copied or printed 
and moved from one type of document to another, or they have been drawn from scratch, but only 
rarely are pictures used as meaning-making devices in relation to the contents of the children's 
research projects.

Thus, the analysis of how pictures are used in the booklets strengthens the results of the earlier 
analysis of the seeking of pictures in the same classes (Lundh and Alexandersson 2012). Given this 
previous understanding, the results of the analysis of the use of pictures is not surprising. In the next 
section, we will further discuss how this use of pictures can be understood in relation to the social 
practice in which use is formed.

Discussion 

An important idea of the sociocultural perspective adopted in this study is that of situatedness (Säljö 
2000: 128-156). This means that the use of cultural tools is seen as always taking place in specific 
practices which shape the conditions for how the tools are used; simultaneously, the use itself shapes 
the practice. By seeing information activities in relation to the social practices in which they are 
taking place, one might better understand how they are shaped, and why they are shaped in the way 
they are. 

Our analysis indicates, in the setting in focus, the expectations on the pupils are to use pictures as 
something other than narrative elements in the design of their final products; the result is in most 
cases a much reduced pictorial language. We argue that the expectations expressed by both educators 
and pupils in this setting (Lundh and Alexandersson 2012) shapes, to a great extent, the conditions for 
the activity of seeking pictures, as well as the activity of using pictures in the booklets produced. 

In a sense, this use of pictures reinforces practices involving alphabetic text in this and other school 
settings; focus is directed towards the making of a product, and not to any great degree to what this 
product is supposed to mediate in terms of an understanding of a topic. Earlier studies of school pupils 
working with project-based assignments have shown that information is often equated with 
reproducible and objective facts (Limberg 1999; Francke et al. 2011). This is supported in the above 
analysis. In addition, however, we can also show how pictures and drawings tend not to be equated 
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with facts in the information activities in primary school. In the children's (re)productions of 
narratives on different topics, pictures do not seem to be required to do much work beyond being 
decorative. Whilst we can see examples of texts that seem to have been transported and transformed 
(see Alexandersson and Limberg 2003: 27), text is still the mode that communicates the main contents 
of the booklets. Even though the written texts in the booklets can often be seen as facts lined up on a 
page, they still have more of a communicative function than most of the pictures.

Our analysis illustrates how the use of pictures and drawings is shaped in and by a school practice 
focusing on the use of linguistic tools, and less on other mediational means. Therefore, as 
Alexandersson and Limberg (2003: 27) argue, the pupils can be described as having a 'school-cultural 
competence' in relation to the task they have been assigned and by exercising this competence they 
contribute in forming a practice where images are subordinate to text. 

Thus, one way of understanding the enactment of information literacies in this practice seems to 
involve valuing pictures and drawings as decorations accompanying facts. Whether or not this is a 
desirable outcome could of course be a matter of discussion. One might wonder what 'opportunities... 
for potential learning' (Linell 2009: 232) the seeking and use of pictures in this primary school context 
can offer. We suggest that more attention should be focussed on the opportunities for learning created 
through the seeking and use of pictures.

The empirical examples of this study reveal potentials that could be developed further if the use of 
pictures was regarded as an important object of teaching. Firstly, the children obviously put a lot of 
effort into finding, producing and reproducing pictures in ways that are purposeful for the activities 
that they are participating in. Secondly, even if they are relatively few, there are examples where 
images and drawings are used as semiotic signs, where the functions of pictures go beyond being 
decorative and where their relation to written text is coordinated differently. In these examples, 
pictures are not used solely as less advanced cultural tools, but as communicative tools that can be 
applied in creative ways and which pupils can learn to master. These potentials might be utilised in 
order to develop teaching methods focussing on both compositional and content related aspects of the 
seeking and use of visual material.

Concluding remarks

On a methodological level, we have in this paper exemplified one way of studying information use; 
not as a process solely taking place in individual minds, but as parts of concrete and social activities 
(see Savolainen 2009a). This was achieved by studying the artefacts produced and used in a specific 
setting and by analysing these artefacts with a basis in theories of multimodality. The analysis was 
informed by our understanding of the social practice where the information for these artefacts was 
sought. Thus, in this study, information use was understood as an integral part of other information 
activities, and as, together with other information activities, shaping information literacies in this 
social practice. 
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