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Annie Olsson

This present essay is a study of an advertising leaflet from Östra 
gymnasiet, an upper secondary school in the municipality of 
Huddinge, south of Stockholm. The increasing competition 
between upper secondary schools in the region, due to the free-
school reform, has contributed to the rapidly increasing use of 
advertising and publicity. Studying advertising material is the-
refore a new, important task in educational history in Sweden. 
The present study will focus on photos depicting educational 
situations in an advertising leaflet issued by Östra gymnasiet. 
They will be compared to photos taken by third grade students, 
also featuring educational situations. The question is whether 
these views will coincide or differ and what conclusions can 
be drawn from that comparison. The theoretical approach is 
based on an article by Ian Grosvenor, in which he provides six 
criteria for addressing photography with a critical eye.

Local School Context
In 2004, a brand-new upper secondary school opened in Sko-
gås in the municipality of Huddinge, south of Stockholm. The 
reason for building the school was partly to raise the status of 
the area and it became the largest single investment ever made 
in Huddinge. The school was called Östra gymnasiet and in the 
years that have passed since opening in 2004, it has become 
one of the most popular schools in the entire greater Stockholm 
region. It is also the school in which the present study takes 
place.
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There has been an over-establishment of upper secondary 
schools in the region during the past 10 to 15 years, due to 
the private school reform. The competition turned increasingly 
fierce in 2010, since the number of teenagers reaching upper 
secondary age decreased due to a decrease in births in the late 
1990s. Advertising and public relations has therefore become 
an important feature in the everyday life of these schools, Östra 
gymnasiet included. 

As a way of attracting new students, Östra gymnasiet pro-
duces a pamphlet, updated every year, in which you can read 
about the school and about the different educational programs 
it offers. The pamphlet contains pictures intended to make the 
school seem more attractive. In this report, I am going to study 
this pamphlet and the way in which it portrays educational 
situations.100

Aim
The aim of this study is to compare the positive educational si-
tuations in Östra gymnasiet as presented in the pamphlet with 
pictures of positive educational situations produced by third 
grade students. My goal is to answer the following questions: 

How are positive educational situations featured in 
photos in the pamphlet (outsider view)?

How do the students of Östra gymnasiet portray posi-
tive educational situations (insider view)?

What conclusions can be drawn when comparing the 
outsider view with the insider view?

Method
I asked ten students from year three of the NV-program (i.e., 
the science programme) to take pictures of what they consi-
dered to be positive educational situations. I also interviewed 

100 ”Östra gymnasiet 13/14 Trångsund/Skogås,” (information pamphlet from 
Östra gymnasiet, Huddinge kommun) Södertälje 2012. [http://www.ostragym-
nasiet.se/sidadmin/bildbanken/File/Ostra_katalog_1314_slutversion.pdf, ac-
cessed 2014-11-30].
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them to find out why they liked the situations in the pictures.101 
Due to technical problems with the cameras, only one girl ac-
tually took the photos, but the others told her when to press 
the button. When the photos were shot, I sat down with the 
students and discussed which of them they considered to be 
representative and why they thought so. The students who par-
ticipated are highly motivated in their schoolwork and another 
selection of students might have resulted in a different image of 
positive educational situations.

Ethical Issues
First I had to find out if the photographs in the pamphlet were 
copyrighted and if so by whom. I found out that Östra gym-
nasiet owned the copyright to the pictures for three years, and 
I acquired permission from principal Stefan Vilkman to use 
them.

Secondly, I had to attain permission from the students. 
Since they were all over 15 years old and nothing private or 
obviously sensitive was to be portrayed, I did not need to at-
tain permission from their parents. The students who wanted 
to take an active part in the study signed an informed consent 
in which they agreed that I have the right to use their pictures 
for research purposes. The students who did not take an ac-
tive part in the study also signed an informed consent saying 
that they agreed to allow their classmates to take pictures in 
class. There was also a paragraph stipulating that no pictures in 
which they were featured would be used without their permis-
sion. The teachers also gave their consent to be photographed 
during class. 

Theoretical Approach
The use of visual media as a historical source is a much-deba-
ted issue. Some point out the uncertainty of using photographs, 
since they can be arranged or lead to the wrong conclusions. 
There is an obvious need for source criticism when using ima-

101 The student photographs displayed in the text are taken by Rebecca Stock-
gard in November 2012. The interview with students from Östra gymnasiet 
was conducted 2012-11-27. 
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ges as well as texts. In an article from 1999, Ian Grosvenor 
formulated a “contribution to the development of an agreed 
critical practice among historians in using photographs as his-
torical evidence”.102 He sets up six issues to address when cas-
ting a critical eye on photography.103 In discussing the material 
used in the present essay, I will focus on analysing four of these 
issues: 

1 The Photographer’s Gaze: Where, when and by whom 
was the photograph taken? What is shown and what 
is not? How has the framing been chosen?

2 Purpose: The old, historical question of why the pic-
ture was taken. What purpose might the photographer 
have had and how has that affected the result?

3 Audience and meanings: For what audience was this 
picture produced? How has that affected it? What can 
be derived from this picture?

4 Presentation: How is the picture presented and how 
can it affect our reading of it?

Figure 1. The lab: Picture from the pamphlet. 
Photographer: Ingemar Lindewall (2012).

102 Grosvenor (1999), 91.
103 Ibid., 91–95, 96pp.
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Purpose, Audience, Meaning and Presentation
The purposes of the two sets of photos are of course quite dissi-
milar. In the pamphlet, the purpose is to “sell”, to persuade six-
teen-year-olds to choose Östra gymnasiet. In the photographs 
shot by the students, the purpose is partly to help their head 
teacher (me) with her research project, but at the same time 
these highly motivated students probably want to make a good 
impression by showing themselves as serious, hardworking stu-
dents. During the interview they said that they did not think 
that their own pictures would be suitable for PR purposes, es-
pecially not if the audience consisted primarily of younger stu-
dents. They thought they would look too serious.

No real studies have been conducted on who holds the 
greatest influence on the student’s choice of upper secondary 
school in Sweden. In Britain, there is a study by Alan Thomas 
and Bill Dennison about who has the final say in the choice of 
secondary school. This study shows that in almost every case, 
the individual student decides.104 Looking at the pamphlet from 
Östra gymnasiet, you find indications suggesting that the ad-
makers who designed it primarily have the students in mind, 
too. There are no pictures set in classrooms, the students are 
constantly communicating, no one is ever alone and they show 
more chatting with the teachers than actual teaching. Some 
of the pictures have speech balloons with comments that take 
the edge of any serious or academic associations. For example, 
there is a picture of a biology teacher standing with a student 
looking at a skull. The text says, “Well, at least it has nice te-
eth”. A similar joke appears in a pamphlet from another year, 
where one teacher is standing in front of a plastic skeleton, 
having a chat with two students. Here, the text reads, “Isn’t 
he awfully skinny?”. The purpose of this seems to be to make 
the school seem less “school-like”. This is probably thought 
to be attractive to secondary school students, and one might 
speculate that the creator of the pamphlet assumes that they do 
not really appreciate traditional schools.

104 Alan Thomas and Bill Dennison, “Parental or Pupil Choice: Who Re-
ally Decides in Urban Schools?,” Educational Management Administration & 
Leadership 19, 1991, 243.



93

Figure 2. The computer room (Cafeteria): Picture from the pamphlet. 
Photographer: Ingemar Lindewall (2012).

The Photographers Gaze

Environment

The students’ photos are set in a classroom and in a corridor. 
You can see obvious signs of school activity around them. They 
are surrounded by classic items like textbooks, calculators, 
pencils, notes on the whiteboard, and work by previous stu-
dents on the bulletin board. In the “corridor picture,” you can 
also see traces of a student photo exhibit.

In the pamphlet, it is obvious that the photographer is des-
perately avoiding classrooms. Two of the pictures might well 
be set in a classroom or a chemistry laboratory (Figure 1), but 
have been touched up so that the background is a neutral white. 
One picture has been taken in the computer room, but it actu-
ally resembles a cafeteria (Figure 2). Another picture featuring 
students working together could be set in a classroom, but the 
lamps give away that they are actually in the library, indicating 
that they are not forced to be there, but are there on their own 
account. The final photo was taken in the sports arena, which is 
the only realistic “classroom” setting, albeit sports might not be 
considered a traditional academic subject in the view of many 
young students. There are some traces of learning in these pic-
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tures, too, in shape of a skeleton, lab equipment, textbooks, 
pencils and papers, but as stated, no traditional teaching.

Interaction/Communication 

In the pamphlet, every picture shows people communicating. 
“Communication” is one of the three mottos of Östra gymna-
siet, along with “results” and “individual” [Sw. Resultat, Indi-
vid, Kommunikation]. This is clearly indicated in the pictures. 
No one is ever alone but always has someone with whom to 
interact. Communication between teacher and students always 
take place in small groups and they seem to be involved in a 
friendly chat, rather than a lecture or examination.

In the students’ pictures, the only interaction you see is the 
teacher talking to a large group of students. The students seem 
not to talk at all, neither among themselves nor to the teacher. 
They are listening to the teacher or working individually. The girl 
in one picture (Figure 3) is wearing earbuds, listening to music, 
as if to really make sure that she will not have to communicate.

Figure 3. Shutting out the world.
Photographer: Rebecca Stockgard (2012).

Body Language 

In the pamphlet, one of the most striking features is that al-
most everyone is smiling. Another thing that strikes you is that 
teachers and students are always on the same level physically. 
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If the teacher is standing up, 
the students are standing 
up, too. At the arena, two 
students are bending down, 
getting ready to run a race. 
Surprisingly, the teacher is 
doing the same thing, as if 
he was going to participate 
in the same race. This is pro-
bably intended to give the 
impression of equality, that 
students and teachers are 
equals and on friendly terms. 

In the student photos, you see the teachers standing up 
while the students sit (Figure 4 and 5). In Figure 4, you can-
not really see the students, but from the teachers gesture you 
realise that this must be the case. The teacher in the photo is 
known for extensive, animated body language. When I inter-
viewed the students they commented on this and said that they 
appreciated it because it expressed that the teacher was really 
involved in what he was doing. They all agreed that the lessons 
being portrayed were highly appreciated, though looking at the 
eyes of the students in the photos there is no way to tell. There 
are no smiles anywhere. The lack of smiling faces and com-
munication are noteworthy. 
The picture of the lone girl 
in the corridor stands out 
as a striking contrast to the 
pictures in the pamphlet. 
She is definitely not smiling 
or communicating. Instead 
she is working hard, in a 
barren environment, shut-
ting the world out as much 
as she can with heaps of 
books around her. Still, this 
is a photo of a positive educational situation. It is a picture of 
intense concentration and efficiency, of “getting things done”.

Figure 4. Teaching teacher.
Photographer: Rebecca Stockgard (2012).

Figure 5. Getting things done.
Photographer: Rebecca Stockgard (2012).
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Summarising Remarks
From the present study, you could conclude that the students’ 
photos display a more positive view of traditional classroom 
teaching than the pamphlet produced by an ad agency. Instead 
of communication, we see concentration and hard work, which 
is precisely what the agency struggled to avoid. The purported 
equality between teachers and students is another distinguis-
hing contrast. The students obviously do not mind the teacher 
standing in front of them while they sit. It is their reality and 
they appreciate it. 

At this stage, it might be tempting to draw the conclusion 
that the advertising agency is “wrong”. But then we have to 
remember that these photographs reflect, or are supposed to 
reflect, the thoughts of two different groups in different situa-
tions in life. The secondary school students are about to make 
a choice that will affect their lives in many ways. Smiling fa-
ces and open communication might assure them of safety and 
friendliness. However, just because it is a PR trick does not 
mean it is entirely false. Surveys indicate that Östra gymnasiet 
is a school in which almost everyone feels safe and secure and 
in which they feel they can communicate with their teachers. 
The number of applications to attend Östra in 2013 and 2014 
surpassed previous years, and it is natural to assume that the 
pamphlet played some part in this. We should also remember 
that the third grade students themselves did not believe their 
photos to be attractive to secondary school students. 

One might also be tempted to draw the conclusion that the 
ad agency underestimates the students’ desire to do any actual 
work. But keep in mind that these students no longer have to 
worry about the social aspect of school. The people and the en-
vironment are already familiar to them and they can therefore 
concentrate on the educational aspects of school. They are also 
rapidly approaching graduation, which might explain the seri-
ous looks on their faces and appreciation of situations in which 
they “get things done”.
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Relative Value of the Visual in Research

One advantage of using visuals in research that I discovered by 
observing my students take part in this study and by reading 
the suggested texts, is that it gives the participants a chance 
to capture things about which they were otherwise unaware. 
Instead of starting off by enunciating their opinions in words, 
which is time-consuming and difficult, they can take a pho-
tograph or draw a picture. Afterwards, when looking at the 
pictures, they can explain more explicitly in words what they 
felt when they produced the picture. As shown in “Pupils Using 
Photographs in School Self-evaluation” by Michael Schratz and 
Ulrike Steiner-Löffler, “The View of the Child” by Catherine 
Burke and “The School I’d Like” by Catherine Burke and Ian 
Grosvenor, the use of visual tools instead of verbal ones opens 
up new opportunities for children and youths to participate in 
developing their own environments.105

Conclusion 
The present study has compared representations of educatio-
nal situations as presented in photos featured in an advertising 
pamphlet and photos taken by third grade students at Östra 
gymnasiet in Huddinge, Sweden. The pamphlet shows frequent 
communication between students and between students and 
teachers as equals. Traditional environments like classrooms 
and authentic educational situations are avoided. The students’ 
photos focus on work, both in and out of classrooms, and tra-
ditional teaching situations in which the teacher lectures the 
students. 

Different goals influence the photos. The purpose of the 
pamphlet is to “sell” Östra gymnasiet to secondary school 
students anxious to find a friendly school. The purpose of the 
student’s photos is to provide an account of their everyday life, 
and to make a good impression in doing so. Their photos in-
dicate that students appreciate traditional school to a higher 
degree than the professional PR consultants presume. 

105 Schratz and Steiner-Löffler (1998), 235–52; Burke (2006); Burke and 
Grosvenor (2003), Chapter 1.
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Finally, to interpret these findings in an extremely positive 
way, you could say that the secondary school students are att-
racted and apply to Östra gymnasiet because they appreciate 
communication and equality, but by the time they graduate, 
they have also learned to appreciate hard work and concentra-
tion. This interpretation might be all but too positive but at 
least it would make a nice new PR slogan for the school. 


