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ELT EXPERT PANEL EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Traditionally, students in the ELT classroom have been 
taught the four skills: listening, reading, speaking, and 
writing. However, we need to keep pace with the world 
in which our students live: a world full of images and 
sound, blended with text – a multimodal world. We must 
reconsider what contemporary ‘communication’ means 
and teach students to communicate in a realistic way with 
the world around them. Students need to learn how to 
‘read’ multimodal texts (viewing) and convey meaning 
themselves through multimodal texts (representing). This 
new literacy is vital if students are to learn English in a 
way that is relevant to the way they live and how they 
interact with others.

The first part of this paper looks at what is meant by 
multimodality and multimodal literacy, and then discusses 
the important concepts of viewing and representing and 
how these can be incorporated into classroom practice. 
Then the paper considers the implications of multimodal 
literacy on how and what we teach, and what this means 
in turn for course materials. Finally, if multimodal literacy 
is to be fully recognized and implemented, then it needs 
to be reflected in assessment criteria, so that students are 
being assessed on material that is relevant to their lives, 
now and in the future.

The key messages in this paper are:

• In today’s world, communication includes more than 
just speaking and writing. Now learners need to build in 
visual, aural, and spatial dimensions to communication 
too.

• The traditional four key skills of reading, listening, 
writing, and speaking are no longer sufficient.  We must 
expand the key skills to include viewing and creating 
multimodal texts as well.

• Using videos and images in class isn’t an optional fun 
activity anymore.  It is essential to use multimodal texts 
for analysis, debate, and discussion.

• In order to communicate effectively in today’s world, 
whether at school, in further education, or at work, 
students need to be proficient in multimodal literacy. 
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English language programmes generally 
see ‘communication’ as using written and 
spoken language. However, in the current 
communication environment, written and 
spoken texts are being replaced as the 
principal mode of communication by a 
combination of text and still and moving 
images that we view on screens.

In a YouTube video, communication is achieved through 
a combination of things. These include moving images, 
spoken language, music, and written text in the form 
of captions, subtitles, and comments. It is clear that 
in the 21st century, literacy is more than language, 
and communication is more than writing and speech. 
As communication in today’s society is increasingly 
multimodal (consisting of any combination of audio, 
images, video, and text), people’s understanding of 
literacy as well as literacy practices need to adjust 
accordingly. In response to the changes in contemporary 
communication, education systems around the world are 
changing their literacy curricula to integrate the skills of 
viewing (the process of comprehending and responding 
to multimodal texts) and representing (the process 
of communicating information and ideas through the 
creation of multimodal texts) alongside listening, reading, 
speaking, and writing skills. 

This paper discusses multimodality (the combination of 
multiple modes of communication, such as sight, sound, 
print, images, video, and music that produce meaning in 
a text) and multimodal literacy, and presents principles 
and practical ideas to help teachers effectively integrate 
multimodal literacy into their teaching practice. It argues 
that effective contemporary communication requires 
young people to be able to comprehend, respond to, 
and compose meaning through multimodal texts in 
diverse forms, and that the development of multimodal 
literacy prepares our learners for effective communication 
in their private, social, academic, and work lives.

In Section 1, the different modes of communication are 
explored, along with multimodality. Multimodal literacy 
is also examined, and why it is important in language 
education.

Section 2 discusses how teachers can integrate the skill 
of viewing into their teaching practice. It offers advice 
on how to help learners understand the viewing process 
in the classroom, and how to develop learners’ out-of-
class viewing.

Section 3 considers how teachers can integrate the skill 
of representing into their teaching practice, and offers 
guidance on how to do this in the classroom. It presents a 
10-step model for digital storytelling to help teachers and 
learners understand the representing process.

In Section 4, the implications of multimodal literacy on 
how people teach are explored. It presents models for 
the learning processes in multimodal literacy learning and 
the features of multimodal literacy learning experiences, 
which will help teachers when they design multimodal 
learning experiences for their learners.

In Section 5, the implications of multimodal literacy 
on what is taught are explored. It offers an inclusive 
model for film and video analysis. It also makes 
recommendations to ensure an emphasis on 
strengthening active and critical viewing, and effective 
and creative representing.

Section 6 looks at the implications of multimodal 
literacy for course materials, curricula, and professional 
development. A number of recommendations are 
presented to ensure that there is a greater presence of 
multimodal texts in course materials: for example, that 
the curriculum reflects the contemporary communication 
environment, and that teachers have a broad range of 
approaches in creating multimodal learning experiences.

Finally, Section 7 examines the implications of 
multimodal literacy for assessment. Ways are suggested 
for how multimodal literacy learning can be assessed 
appropriately.

Appendices are provided with some useful multimodal 
terms, teaching frameworks for developing viewing skills, 
and a rubric for assessing viewing. Key terms in bold are 
explained in the Glossary.

The paper concludes by reaffirming the view that, 
although the main focus as English language teachers 
should be on language, learners also need help in 
developing their multimodal communicative competence, 
which will prepare them to be effective communicators in 
private, social, academic, and work contexts.

INTRODUCTION
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MULTIMODALITY AND  
MULTIMODAL LITERACY
Multimodality is gaining ground as a focus in language 
education because contemporary communication is 
increasingly multimodal in nature. This section begins 
by setting out the changing nature of communication 
and literacy in the digital age.1 It then describes what 
a mode of communication is, examines the different 
modes, and explores the concepts of multimodality 
and multimodal literacy and their relevance to English 
language teaching. Finally, it considers the concept of 
multimodal communicative competence, and how the use 
of multimodal texts in the ELT classroom is a fundamental 
element of inclusive teaching practices.

WHAT IS THE TRADITIONAL UNDERSTANDING OF 
LITERACY? WHY AND HOW IS THIS CHANGING?
The current relevance of multimodality is linked to the changing nature of 
communication and literacy in the digital age. Traditionally, literacy has 
been understood as learning to read and write alphabetic text. In the ELT 
classroom, speaking is equally important. In the traditional understanding 
of literacy, communication is writing and speech, and alphabetic literacy is 
the dominant form of meaning-making. However, in contemporary society, 
communication is increasingly digital and multimodal.2 The changing nature of 
communication is illustrated in Figure 1.

The majority of texts our learners encounter (for example, YouTube videos, 
memes, social media posts, and infographics) are no longer words on a 
page – they are digital and multimodal. Digital technology allows us to create 
texts and make meaning in a variety of ways and to share meaning easily. In a 
digital environment, the complexity of multimodal texts increases greatly, and 
this obviously impacts on the nature of communication and literacy. It is vital 
to acknowledge that contemporary communication is much more than writing 
and speech, and that literacy is much more than language.3 We can no longer 
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Multimodality and multimodal literacy

WHAT IS A MODE? WHAT IS A 
MULTIMODAL TEXT?
A mode is a means of communicating. Each mode serves 
different purposes and works in different ways. It is 
important to be aware of the different modes people use 
when communicating in order to fully understand the 
meanings that are being conveyed.5

There are five modes of communication: linguistic, visual, 
aural, gestural, and spatial, as illustrated in Figure 2.6 
These are explained in more detail below.

Linguistic Visual

Spatial Aural

Gestural

Figure 2. The five modes of communication

think of literacy as just a linguistic accomplishment.4 To 
master today’s textual world, we need much more than 
the ability to read and write words and sentences. Writing 
and speech are only two of the many modes used in 
communication.

In the current communication 
environment, written and spoken 
texts are being replaced as the 
principal mode of communication 
by a combination of text 
and still and moving images 
that we view on screens.
KIERAN DONAGHY

Figure 1. The changing nature of communication
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Multimodality and multimodal literacy

Linguistic mode

The linguistic mode focuses on the meaning of written or 
spoken language in communication. This includes choice 
of words, the organisation of words into sentences and 
paragraphs, vocabulary, grammar, and structure.

Visual mode

The visual mode focuses on the meaning of what can be 
seen by the viewer. This includes images, symbols, signs, 
and videos. It also includes aspects of visual design such 
as colour, physical layout (the way the parts of something 
are arranged), and font type (the style and design of 
letters) and size.

Aural mode

The aural mode focuses on the meaning of what can be 
heard by the listener. This includes voice, sound effects, 
background noise, music, and silence. This meaning can 
be realized through volume, tone, pitch (how high or low 
a sound is), speed, and rhythm.

Gestural mode

The gestural mode focuses on the meaning of 
communication through movement. This includes 
expressions on the face, hand gestures, body language, 
and interaction between people.

Spatial mode

The spatial mode focuses on the meaning of 
communication through physical layout. This includes 
position, spacing, the distance between elements in 
a text, and space between people/objects. Writers 
use the spatial mode of communication in the physical 
layout and organisation of a text. For example, a bi-fold 
pamphlet (text printed on paper and folded twice), 
presents information spatially on four panels.

When a text contains more than one of these modes it 
is considered to be multimodal. Multimodal texts can 
be both paper-based or digital in nature. Paper-based 
multimodal texts include picture books, text books, 
graphic novels, comics, and posters. Here, meaning is 
conveyed to the reader through varying combinations 
of linguistic (written language), visual (still image) and 
spatial modes. Digital multimodal texts, such as videos, 
vlogs, slide presentations, video games, and web pages, 
convey meaning in different ways: through combinations 
of linguistic (written and spoken language), visual (still 
and moving image), aural, gestural, and spatial modes. 
Table 1 shows the mode/s present in a number of 
different texts.

 Modes
Linguistic 
and visual

Visual
Linguistic, 
visual, and 

aural

Linguistic 
and aural

Linguistic, 
visual, aural, 
and spatial

Examples Reading a 
graphic novel or 
an infographic

Looking at a 
painting or a 
photograph

Watching and 
listening to a 
film or video

Listening to a 
podcast or a 
radio show

Watching and 
listening to 
a short film 
or video, and 
reading subtitles 
and captions

Table 1. Texts and modes
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Multimodality and multimodal literacy

Examples of text types:

Text 1
Here is an example of a standard book in a print 
edition. This text relies primarily on the linguistic 
mode as it consists of letters and words with some 
illustrations. Books are often considered to be 
examples of monomodal texts. However, there are other 
communication modes at work in this example.

16

H
ar

dw
ar

e 

1 ↓ displaying video in the classroom

be necessary to block out natural light and turn the classroom into a cinema. 
Also, it would probably be a ‘short throw’ projector – that is, one that can be 
mounted a few metres away from the screen and, therefore, doesn’t shine in 
the user’s eyes. And, of course, the projector would be silent – no distracting 
hums or buzzes!

 figure 1.1 An ideal classroom for video projection

The screen itself could be a standard whiteboard or an interactive whiteboard. 
Both of these would allow the teacher or students to get creative and combine 
projected images with handwritten text and hand-drawn objects.

 image 1.1 A whiteboard combining video and handwritten text

4421560 ITC BOVIC SP.indb   16 11/02/2014   08:49

From Bringing Online Video into the Classroom, p. 16 (OUP)

• The linguistic mode operates in the printed written text.
• The visual mode operates in the inclusion of illustrations 

and photos, and in the formatting of the text (such 
as the use of wide margins) and in the choice of 
typography (such as the use of italics for labelling the 
diagrams and the use of bold for glossed vocabulary).

• The spatial mode can be seen in the text’s layout (such 
as the placement of the illustration in the top half of the 
page which extends into the margin).

Text 2
Here is an example of a meme, which is a multimodal text 
as it uses a number of communication modes.

• The linguistic mode operates in the printed written text.
• The visual mode operates in the use of the photograph 

and in the choice of typography (such as the use of 
capital letters).

• The spatial mode can be seen in the text’s layout with 
the first part at the top of the image and the final lines 
at the bottom.

• The gestural mode can be seen in the expression on 
the cat’s face and the way it is looking away from us.

In this fast-changing 
world, it is essential for 
students to be able to learn 
about different modes of 
communication and produce 
multimodal work. They 
learn from one another and 
are able to practise modes 
they have maybe never 
tried before. It is a great 
opportunity to experiment.
Jackie Williams, Teacher and IELTS specialist, 
HONG KONG 

WHEN THE TEACHER

USES YOUR ANSWER  
AS A GOOD EXAMPLE
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Multimodality and multimodal literacy

Text 3
Here is an example of a website page. There are a number of communication modes at work in this example.

Text 4
Here is an example of a YouTube page. There are various communication modes at work in this example.

• The linguistic mode operates in the printed written text 
of the logo, video title, description, and captions.

• The visual mode operates in the use of colour, moving 
images in the video, still images in the suggested 
video thumbnails, and in the choice of typography.

• The spatial mode can be seen in the text’s 
arrangement of the video player, and printed written 
text description of the video.

• The gestural mode can be seen in the expression 
on the presenter’s face, his body language, and 
movement in the video.

• The aural mode operates in the voice of the presenter 
in the video.

• The linguistic mode operates in the printed written text.
• The visual mode operates in the use of colour, 

photographs, and illustrations, and in the choice of 
typography (such as the use of capital letters in the 
logo and the use of larger font size and bold font for 
section headings).

• The spatial mode can be seen in the text’s arrangement 
of printed written text, and photographs and 
illustrations.

• The gestural mode can be seen in the main photo in 
the expression on the girl’s face, her body language, 
and movement.
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Multimodality and multimodal literacy

WHAT IS MULTIMODALITY?
Multimodality refers to the use of more than one mode of 
communication in a text to create meaning. In the 1990s, 
the New London Group7, a forward-looking group of 
academics, had been reflecting on the social, cultural, and 
technological changes in the world of communication. They 
saw a textual phenomenon which they called multimodality 
in which two or more modes of communication 
interacted in the same text to create meaning. They 
argued convincingly against the focus only being on 
language in literacy and introduced to the world the term 
multiliteracies.8 Multiliteracies (or multiple literacies) refers 
to the expanded notion of literacy beyond language 
learning. The group claimed that the traditional emphasis 
on ‘alphabetic literacy’ would need expanding to include 
a ‘pedagogy of multiliteracies’; and this would involve 
learning how to interpret and create multimodal texts.9

We need to help learners read 
and listen around the text so they 
see how the context impacts 
on what they understand.
NIK PEACHEY

In contemporary communication, it is relatively rare for 
alphabetic text to exist by itself; novels are one example. 
You are much more likely to encounter multimodal 
texts that combine alphabetic text, images, and other 
modes than texts that only focus on written language. 
For example, if you consider YouTube, a remarkable 
mix of images and sound overlaid with alphabetic text 
can be seen. Each mode has its specific limitations and 
possibilities (called ‘affordances’), related to the mode’s 
meaning-making potential. The concept of multimodality 
describes how each mode contributes to the overall 
meaning of a multimodal text. As contemporary 
communication is increasingly digital and multimodal, the 
way in which meaning is made across different modes 
has become increasingly important. The growing focus 
on multimodal texts is simply a sign of our changing 
communication environment.

What is multimodal literacy?

Multimodal literacy means the ability to comprehend and 
respond to multimodal texts and to compose multimodal 
texts.10 The term multimodal literacy brings viewing 

and representing together in a single concept.11 In 
response to changes in the contemporary communication 
environment, many education systems around the 
world have changed their literacy curricula to include 
multimodal literacy. For example, in Singapore, the 
2020 language syllabus integrates the skills of viewing 
and representing with listening, reading, speaking, 
and writing so that it includes meaning-making across 
different modes of communication in multimodal texts.12

What is viewing?

Viewing refers to the active process of comprehending 
and responding to multimodal texts.13 At the basic level, 
viewing involves learners noticing the different modes 
of communication used in the multimodal text and 
responding to it on an emotional level. At the higher level, 
viewing involves learners analysing and interpreting the 
multimodal text and responding to it critically. Viewing is 
linked with the receptive skills of reading and listening.

What is representing?

Representing refers to learners communicating 
information and ideas through the creation of multimodal 
texts.14 Representing is about learners creating 
multimodal texts, such as the creative production of 
a variety of artefacts. Print media artefacts include 
posters, collages, comic strips, and storyboards. Digital 
composition artefacts include videos, slide presentations, 
infographics, and memes. Multimodal composing is 
central to the development of multimodal literacy, as it 
not only provides learners with opportunities to represent 
their learning, but also allows them to learn through 
making. The productive skills of writing and speaking are 
linked with representing.

From Give us the Money, p. 5 (OUP)
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SUMMARY
The growing focus on multimodality and 
multimodal literacy in language education 
is a sign of the changing communication 
environment. Effective communication 
today requires learners to be able to 
comprehend, respond to, and compose 
multimodal texts in diverse forms. So, it 
is necessary to rethink what is meant by 
communicative competence in language 
education. The development of multimodal 
literacy, using techniques such as 
representing and Extensive and Narrow 
Viewing in the classroom, prepares learners 
to be effective communicators. The use of 
multimodal texts in the classroom makes 
information more accessible for all learners 
including those with learning difficulties 
and disabilities.

Why is multimodal literacy important in ELT?

As contemporary communication is increasingly 
multimodal, the concept of communicative competence 
in ELT needs to be rethought. Although the main focus 
as English language teachers should obviously be on 
language, it is also necessary to help learners develop 
their multimodal communicative competence.15 
Learners need to understand how images and other 
modes in multimodal texts interact with spoken and 
written language.

• The majority of texts learners are accessing outside the 
classroom are multimodal and they should be given 
opportunities to critically view – analyse and interpret – 
these types of texts in the classroom.

• As most of these multimodal texts – YouTube videos, 
websites, blogs, social media sites – are a combination 
of print text, image, and other modes, learners can be 
helped to explore how these different modes interact 
to create a communicative act.16

• Learners should also be given opportunities to 
communicate information and ideas through 
multimodal composition. The development of 
multimodal literacy prepares learners to be effective 
communicators. 

One final factor to consider is that of accessibility and 
inclusive teaching practices. Many learners struggle with 
written texts because of their additional needs in reading 
or writing skills, or due to sensory deficits. Teachers 
using multimodal texts in their classes – and encouraging 
their learners to create their own multimodal texts – is 
a fundamental part of inclusive teaching practices. 
Multimodality can make information more accessible 
by widening traditional ways of understanding, creating 
and sharing information, and creating new knowledge. 
Developing learners’ multimodal literacy makes 
information more accessible and some tasks easier  – 
especially for learners with learning difficulties and 
disabilities, for example, through the use of integrated 
video, interactive whiteboard materials, and apps that 
help with vocabulary learning. Audio versions of texts 
allow learners to listen as they read a text, which helps 
them develop a sense of rhythm and intonation of the 
language.

As contemporary communication 
is increasingly multimodal, the 
concept of communicative 
competence in ELT needs 
to be rethought.
SYLVIA KARASTATHI
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INTEGRATING VIEWING INTO 
CLASSROOM PRACTICE
In response to the changing contemporary communication 
environment, a number of education systems around the 
world have changed their literacy curricula to integrate 
the skill of viewing alongside listening, reading, speaking, 
and writing skills. In this section, we explore why viewing is 
increasingly important in ELT and how teachers can integrate 
viewing into their teaching practice. It offers advice on how 
teachers can help learners understand the viewing process in 
the classroom. It also discusses how to develop learners’ out-
of-class viewing through the Extensive Viewing and Narrow 
Viewing approaches using easy access to films and TV shows 
on streaming platforms.

THE IMPORTANCE OF VIEWING
Students need to be able to interpret multimodal texts effectively. By helping 
learners do this, we are connecting their lifeworlds with the classroom. In 
addition to helping learners acquire information, viewing also helps them 
appreciate ideas and experiences multimodally communicated by others, and 
develops their own multimodal communicative competence. 

A wealth of research indicates that viewing multimodal texts improves 
learners’ reading comprehension, listening comprehension, ability to 
remember vocabulary, critical thinking, and motivation.17 Learners also need to 
become active, effective, and critical viewers in order to be able to participate 
fully in society. 

02
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Integrating viewing into classroom practice

HOW TO INTEGRATE VIEWING INTO 
TEACHERS’ CLASSROOM PRACTICE
When teachers attempt to integrate viewing into their 
classroom practice, it is very important that this does not 
seem totally different to their current teaching practice, 
which might discourage them from trying. Teachers need 
to be aware that viewing is connected to what they are 
already doing and that they can teach it in an integrated 
way. So, for example, when they teach listening and 
reading, they can also teach viewing.

It is also essential that both teachers and learners are 
aware that understanding the viewing process is as 
important as understanding the listening process, and 
that the viewing process has many similarities to both 
of these.

To become effective, active viewers, teachers and 
learners could use the following procedure:18

1 Pre-viewing: Learners prepare to view by activating 
the prior knowledge they bring to the study of a topic 
or theme (their schemata), anticipating a message, 
predicting, speculating, asking questions, and setting a 
purpose for viewing.

2 During viewing: Learners view the multimodal text 
in order to understand the message – they do this 
by making connections, confirming predictions and 
inferences, interpreting and summarising, pausing 
and reviewing, and analysing and evaluating. Learners 
should monitor their understanding by connecting 
to their background knowledge, questioning, and 
reflecting.

3 After viewing: Learners should be given opportunities 
to respond personally, critically, and creatively to 
multimodal texts. Learners respond by reflecting, 
analysing, evaluating, and creating.

HOW TO DEVELOP LEARNERS’ VIEWING 
OUTSIDE THE CLASSROOM
Digital technology has made it much easier for learners to 
view films and TV shows on streaming platforms such as 
Netflix, HBO, and Apple TV. The greater accessibility to 
films and TV that learners now have can be exploited to 
help them develop their viewing outside the classroom. 
Many learners are now watching huge amounts of film 
and TV online. One interesting and relevant development 
is ‘binge-watching’  – where people watch multiple 
episodes of a TV show one straight after the other, 
typically by means of digital streaming.

Extensive Viewing

‘Extensive Viewing’ is defined as a language teaching 
and learning approach that encourages language 
learners to view a large amount of easily comprehensible 
and enjoyable material (such as films and TV shows) 
presented in the target language over an extended 
period.19 Research indicates there are many benefits 
of Extensive Viewing programmes. Learners become 
better at listening, learn more vocabulary, improve their 
speaking and pronunciation, as well as improving their 
overall language competence. Extensive Viewing is 
inspired by the philosophy, practice, and literature of 
Extensive Reading.

Two of the key principles of the Extensive Reading 
approach are that:

1 Learners select the study material themselves and have 
a wide variety of genres and topics to choose from.

2 The reading material is relatively easy for the level of 
the learners as too much unknown language prevents 
learners from reading quickly and fluently.

However, while Extensive Reading programmes and 
activities have an enormous base of printed material that 
is graded to match the level of the readers, Extensive 
Viewing does not benefit from a large database of 
graded film and TV material. Grading a film or TV 
text according to language difficulty is a much more 
difficult and expensive process than grading a print text. 
However, ELT publishers are increasingly using videos in 
their coursebooks and many of these videos are graded.

Since there is a lack of graded film and TV material, 
film and TV texts need to be made more accessible to 
learners. There are a number of ways to do this:

• By activating learners’ background knowledge through 
pre-viewing discussion questions in the classroom.

• By giving learners a plot summary of the film or 
TV show; this will reduce cognitive load and aid 
comprehension when learners view the material; the 
summary can be read in class or at home.

• By giving learners a glossary of the most difficult words 
and expressions in the film or TV show. This will again 
reduce cognitive load and aid listening comprehension 
when learners view the film or show – the glossary can 
be read in class or at home.

• By encouraging learners to use subtitles when they 
view the film or TV show. Studies have shown that 
subtitles are associated with improvements in acquiring 
new vocabulary, aiding listening comprehension, and 
understanding grammatical structures. They have 
also been useful in improving learner motivation and 
reducing anxiety.20 Learners at lower levels (A1 and 
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Integrating viewing into classroom practice

A2) may benefit more from watching with subtitles in 
L1, while learners at higher levels (B1, B2, C1, and C2) 
should watch with subtitles in English.

Teachers should raise awareness of the value of an 
Extensive Viewing approach with their learners and the 
parents/carers of their younger learners to support and 
develop out-of-class viewing. Learners and their parents/
carers should also be made aware of the many language 
learning benefits of increased in-class viewing.

Narrow Viewing

‘Narrow Viewing’ involves watching different episodes 
of the same TV show in chronological order. Through 
Narrow Viewing learners develop background knowledge 
of the characters and their relationships, the setting, and 
the storyline; this aids comprehension of subsequent 
episodes. Learners also develop an emotional attachment 
to characters they encounter in multiple episodes. 
Another benefit of Narrow Viewing is that the lexical load 
(the number of words and phrases) of different episodes 
of the same show is lighter than unrelated episodes of 
different shows. This is because each show tends to 
contain topic-related vocabulary that often occurs again 
and again. This results in a smaller number of different 
words used in multiple episodes of one series than in 
random episodes of different shows. Frequent encounters 
with topic-related words also have a positive effect on 
vocabulary learning because repetition of the same 
words increases the potential for learning vocabulary.21

To overcome the issue of not having a large database 
of graded TV material, we can make the texts more 
accessible to our learners. There are a number of ways we 
can do this:

• activating learners’ background knowledge through 
pre-viewing discussion questions in the classroom;

• pre-teaching a small number of words that are very 
frequent in an episode or items that are essential to 
comprehension;

• giving learners a glossary of the most difficult words 
and expressions in an episode – the glossary can be 
read in class or at home;

• having learners watch an episode more than once 
as multiple viewings of the same text can improve 
comprehension and vocabulary learning.

Teachers should make their learners and the parents/
carers of their younger learners aware of the value of a 
Narrow Viewing approach to support and develop their 
out-of-class viewing. 

Most texts learners access 
outside the classroom are 
multimodal texts and they 
should be given opportunities 
to critically view – analyse 
and interpret – these types 
of texts in the classroom.
KIERAN DONAGHY

SUMMARY
Viewing is a vital part of the language 
learning process in the digital age and 
involves learners paying attention to, 
analysing, and interpreting multimodal 
texts and responding to them critically. 
When teachers integrate viewing into their 
classroom practice, it is important that they 
do not consider viewing as completely 
different to their current teaching practice 
and are aware that it is connected to what 
they are already doing. So, when they are 
teaching listening and reading, they are 
also teaching viewing. By raising awareness 
of the Extensive Viewing and Narrow 
Viewing approaches with their learners, 
teachers support and develop their 
students’ viewing outside the classroom.
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INTEGRATING REPRESENTING 
INTO CLASSROOM PRACTICE
‘Representing’ refers to learners’ multimodal composition 
and can involve learners creating paper-based or digital 
multimodal texts. Learning how to compose multimodal 
texts is essential for the development of multimodal literacy 
and for developing learners’ multimodal communicative 
competence. This section considers how teachers can 
integrate the skill of representing into their teaching practice. 
Guidance is offered on how to help learners understand the 
representing process in the classroom – including a simple 
10-step model for digital storytelling.

THE IMPORTANCE OF REPRESENTING
As we have already seen, representing refers to learners communicating 
information and ideas through the creation of multimodal texts. Multimodal 
composition can involve learners creating paper-based texts such as 
storyboards, comics, and posters. However, there is a special emphasis in 
multimodal literacy learning on using digital technology to give learners 
opportunities to create digital multimodal texts such as videos, fan fiction, and 
digital stories.

The composition of culturally authentic (or ‘real’) multimodal artefacts helps 
to connect learners’ lifeworlds with the classroom as learners are often 
already creating these types of texts in their daily lives. Research indicates 
that representing improves learners’ creativity, critical thinking, motivation, 
empathy (the ability to imagine what others are feeling), language skills, and 
confidence in expressing themselves in English.22

Representing is becoming increasingly important in ELT and teachers need to 
be able to incorporate it into their classroom practice. Coursebooks now often 
include tasks that ask learners to create multimodal texts such as posters, 
memes, and videos. There is also a move toward a greater use of multimodal 
text creation in language assessment.
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Integrating representing into classroom practice

Step 10
Reflect

Step 9
Share

Step 8
Put it all together

Step 7
Gather or create media

Step 6
Storyboard

Step 5
Revise script

Step 4
Script feedback

Step 3
Write script

Step 2
Research

Step 1
Topic

HOW TO INTEGRATE REPRESENTING INTO 
TEACHERS’ CLASSROOM PRACTICE
Before teachers are able to integrate representing into 
their classroom practice, they need to become familiar 
with the type of print-based multimodal texts and digital 
multimodal texts that work best with their learners (e.g. 
print-based texts such as posters or comics – or digital 
texts such as videos, slide presentations, or memes). 
Teachers need to understand that when they teach 
writing, they can also teach representing, since the two 
processes are similar. To illustrate the similarities between 
the two, ‘digital storytelling’ will now be explored, as a 
common form of multimodal composition.

Digital storytelling is the concept of using digital media 
(photos, audio, video, animation, etc.) to create a story 
which can be fiction or non-fiction.23 Digital storytelling 
can be seen as a use of technology with the purpose 
of enhancing learners’ digital and multimodal literacy 
skills. It is a pedagogical approach that acts as a bridge 
between the traditional literacies of reading, writing, 
listening, and speaking, and 21st century digital and 
multimodal skills.

Here is a 10-step digital storytelling process in which 
many similarities to the traditional writing process can be 
observed.25 Figure 3. Digital storytelling process
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Integrating representing into classroom practice

Step 1. Come up with a topic or an idea

Learners need to come up with a topic or an idea for 
their story. Once learners have their topic or idea, they 
need to make it concrete by writing a proposal, writing 
a paragraph, drawing a mind-map, or using another 
pre-writing tool.

Step 2. Research to learn about the topic

Whether writing a fiction or non-fiction digital story, 
learners need to research, explore, and learn about the 
topic or idea in order to create a base of information on 
which the story will be built.

Step 3. Write a script

The two pre-writing stages help learners prepare for 
writing the script. Here learners have to make sure 
that the purpose of the story is clearly expressed and 
includes an identifiable point of view. Learners decide 
on the linguistic content of their story.

Step 4. Receive feedback on the script

Learners share their script with classmates and ask them 
for feedback on what they think might make their story 
clearer or more useful. 

Step 5. Revise the script

Learners use the feedback they receive to improve the 
next version of their script. 

Step 6. Create a storyboard

The storyboard is a written and graphical overview of 
all of the elements learners plan to include in the digital 
story. Creating a storyboard guides learners’ decision-
making about the images, video, and audio they wish to 
include in their story. 

Step 7. Gather and create images, audio, and video

Using their storyboard as a guide, learners gather or 
create the images, video, and audio. They should look 
for copyright-free material that is available for anyone 
to use or has a Creative Commons licence. Learners 
should use this stage to record themselves reading their 
scripts. 

Step 8. Put it all together 

Learners put all the elements of their story – images, 
video, and audio – together. They may also add 
captions or subtitles at this stage. 

Step 9. Share with others

Learners share their digital story online, for example, 
by uploading it to the school’s Learning Management 
System (LMS). Knowing that other people may see their 
work may increase learners’ motivation.

Step 10. Reflect on the experience and give feedback

Learners reflect on their own work and give constructive 
feedback to their classmates.

As can be seen from the 10-step digital storytelling 
model, this representing process shares many of the 
features of the writing process.

SUMMARY
Representing isn’t an unfamiliar process 
in the ELT classroom – teachers use it 
regularly when they teach reading or 
writing in the traditional way. For this 
reason, it’s important to feel confident 
about using representing to help learners 
develop their multimodal communicative 
competence in the classroom. It is also 
useful to draw upon learners’ real-world 
multimodal literacy. This can be done 
through projects such as the simple and 
highly practical 10-step digital storytelling 
model. The composition of culturally 
authentic multimodal texts helps to 
connect learners’ lifeworlds with the 
classroom.

Using a multimodal teaching 
approach has made my 
lessons more engaging and 
learner-centred.
Anastasia Katsouda, Retired teacher, GREECE
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THE IMPLICATIONS OF MULTIMODAL 
LITERACY ON THE WAY WE TEACH
The key implication of multimodal literacy on teaching style 
is that teachers need to consciously design multimodal 
learning experiences to develop their learners’ multimodal 
communicative competence. This involves selecting 
appropriate multimodal texts to use with their learners 
and deciding they are going to exploit these texts in the 
classroom. In this section, a model for the four learning 
processes in multimodal literacy learning is explored, 
followed by a model for the six features of multimodal 
literacy learning experiences – both of which should support 
teachers in this goal.

A FRAMEWORK FOR MULTIMODAL LEARNING PROCESSES
In order to be able to design effective multimodal learning experiences, 
teachers need to be aware of the learning processes for multimodal literacy 
which will help develop their learners’ viewing as well as to support their 
representing. Victor Lim and Lynda Tan-Chia propose four learning processes 
that teachers should consider: encountering, exploring, evaluating, and 
expressing.25

Figure 4 illustrates the four learning processes and these are considered in 
more detail on the next page. 26
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The implications of multimodal literacy on the way we teach

Encountering

The learning process of encountering focuses on 
emotional engagement. The teacher engages learners 
through learning experiences that engage the emotions. 
They do this by valuing and appreciating learners’ 
lifeworlds. One way for teachers to do this and to create 
a direct encounter with multimodal texts is to ask learners 
to bring artefacts from their daily lives into the classroom. 
They then use these as resources for discussion. During 
the learners’ encounter with a multimodal text, they 
are encouraged to describe it, share their emotional 
response, and reflect on their emotional engagement. 
Here are some questions learners could consider while 
encountering a short film:

• What is happening in the film?
• What is your immediate reaction to it?
• How does it make you feel? Why?
• Which memories or experiences does it stir in you?

Exploring

In the exploring stage there is a focus on cognitive 
understanding. While exploring, learners develop 
their knowledge, skills, and awareness in working with 
multimodal texts. The teacher guides the learners 
in identifying and offering evidence to support their 
response to the multimodal text. The learning process 
of exploring can be realized both through explicit 
teaching as well as through inductive learning, where 
learners explore the meanings in the multimodal text 

amongst themselves before the teacher summarizes their 
understandings. Here are some questions learners could 
consider while exploring a short film:

• What happens in the beginning, middle, and at the end 
of the story?

• Which character interests you the most? Why?
• What clues are there to tell us whether the film is set 

now or in the past?
• Which characters speak and which don’t? What do the 

speaking characters sound like?

Evaluating

The next stage is evaluating; this is mainly defined by 
critical perspectives. Learners move from just describing 
and interpreting a multimodal text to developing critical 
perspectives on it. During this stage, learners are 
encouraged to adopt a critical approach in their analysis 
of the multimodal text and to question the messages 
represented in it. The learning process of evaluating 
can be done through individual or joint construction 
of meaning – by students working on their own or in 
groups, with or without the teacher. Here are some 
questions learners could consider while evaluating a 
short film:

• What values or opinions are being suggested by the 
creator of the film?

• How would you summarize its message?
• Who do you think the intended audience is? Why?
• Who would you recommend it to? Why?

Figure 4. Learning processes in multimodal literacy
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The implications of multimodal literacy on the way we teach

Expressing

The final learning process is expressing, which focuses 
on multimodal composition. Beyond responding to, 
interpreting, and evaluating multimodal texts, learners 
are given opportunities to be engaged in meaning-
making through multimodal composition. The learning 
process of expressing gives learners the power to be 
active makers of meaning through doing this. It can be 
done individually, or in groups where learners engage 
in collaborative meaning-making and negotiation of 
meanings with one another. Here are some multimodal 
composition tasks learners could be asked to do 
during the expressing process – after responding to, 
interpreting, and evaluating a short film:

• Write a multimodal review. Include:
 – a summary of the film’s plot
 – screenshots and descriptions of the main characters
 – screenshots and descriptions of the main settings
 – the performances of the main actors
 – the film’s message.

• Write a multimodal analysis of a key scene. Include:
 – a screenshot of the key scene
 – a link to a video of the key scene 
 – an analysis of the key scene.

• Make a short video (3–4 minutes) of yourself giving a 
review. Include:

 – a summary of the film’s plot 
 – a description of the main characters
 – the performances of the main actors
 – the film’s message.

Through these processes, teachers are able to design 
more well-rounded multimodal learning experiences. 
These reflect the importance not only of thinking but also 
of feeling and doing in learning.

FEATURES OF MULTIMODAL LITERACY 
LEARNING EXPERIENCES
When designing multimodal learning experiences, in 
addition to the four learning processes that have just 
been explored, there are also a number of other features 
that teachers should incorporate.

Figure 5 illustrates the features of multimodal literacy 
learning experiences.27

Collaborative 
learning

Explicit 
teaching

Inductive 
learning

Authentic  
texts

Artefact 
making

Digital 
technology

Figure 5. Pedagogical features of multimodal literacy learning 
experience (Lim, 2018)

Authentic texts

The texts learners encounter in their lifeworlds should 
be used in multimodal learning. Using culturally authentic 
texts that are meaningful and relatable to the learners 
helps to connect learners’ out-of-school-literacy practices 
with the literacies they learn in school. 

Collaborative learning

Knowledge is constructed socially in the classroom 
when learners work with one another.28 Learners from 
different backgrounds and experiences bring multiple 
perspectives into the classroom that are productive for 
multimodal literacy learning. 

Explicit teaching

There are occasions when collaborative learning works 
well with explicit teaching. The teacher explicitly teaches 
the knowledge and skills of viewing and representing 
rather than assuming that they are intuitive to learners. 
The teacher models features of viewing and representing 
with multimodal texts.

A multimodal approach 
creates a more genuine and 
authentic environment.
Maite Santacreu Massó, Teacher, SPAIN 
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Inductive learning

Learners explore the meanings in the multimodal text 
amongst themselves before the teacher summarizes what 
they have understood. The use of an inductive approach 
can create greater engagement and ownership in learners 
as they work on a task to understand for themselves.29

Digital technology

Digital technology offers new ways for teachers to create 
learning experiences for multimodal literacy. It can bring 
new pedagogical possibilities into the classroom and 
expose learners to a range of viewing and representing 
practices that did not exist in the traditional classroom.

Artefact making

Learners engage in collaborative multimodal meaning-
making through the creation of knowledge artefacts. 
Multimodal composition is central to developing 
multimodal literacy learning and multimodal 
communicative competence, as it gives learners 
opportunities to represent their learning and knowledge.30

There are huge advantages to 
teaching multimodality in the 
ELT classroom – like helping 
students to understand the 
world and the way they interact 
within it at a deeper level.
NIK PEACHEY

SUMMARY
In order to design effective multimodal 
learning experiences, teachers need to 
be aware of the four learning processes 
for multimodal literacy – Encountering, 
Exploring, Evaluating, and Expressing – 
which will help develop their learners’ 
viewing as well as to support their 
representing. These four learning processes 
involve learners responding to, interpreting, 
and evaluating multimodal texts as well 
as creating their own multimodal texts. 
When designing these multimodal learning 
experiences, in addition to the four 
learning processes, teachers should also 
attempt to incorporate other key features 
in class, such as the use of authentic texts, 
digital technology, artefact making, and 
collaborative and inductive learning.
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THE IMPLICATIONS OF MULTIMODAL 
LITERACY ON WHAT WE TEACH
The integration of viewing and representing into the ELT 
curriculum has a clear impact on what teachers teach. In this 
section, the implications of this are explored and an inclusive 
model for film and video analysis is suggested. A number of 
recommendations are also made to ensure an emphasis on 
strengthening active and critical viewing, and effective and 
creative representing in what is taught. In addition, three 
viewing frameworks from general education are introduced, 
which can easily be adapted for the ELT classroom, as well 
as some useful terminology to use when discussing different 
genres of multimodal texts.

TEXT-BASED TEACHING
As learners are encountering huge quantities of multimodal texts (and as 
there are many benefits to using multimodal texts in class which connect with 
learners’ lifeworlds) it makes sense to focus on text-based teaching.31 When 
we adopt a text-based approach it’s important to remember that many of the 
tasks and activities that are used with traditional reading and listening texts 
can be used with multimodal texts too.

To illustrate how strategies can be developed to tackle multimodal texts in 
the classroom and to explore the connection between multimodal texts and 
print texts, the ‘Tell me’ approach32  will be set out; this has traditionally been 
used with print texts but can be adapted for use with films and videos. The 
approach involves learners thinking about films and videos, sharing their ideas 
with a group, and listening and responding to what others think.

The ‘Tell me’ approach:

• Gives a starting point for thinking, talking about, and responding to film and 
video texts;

• requires learners to express their own ideas as well as listen to and consider 
the thoughts of others;

• extends the language learning to talk about film and video texts;
• allows learners to compare film and video texts, express opinions, and 

discuss information that assists their understanding of a film or video text.
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The ‘Tell me’ approach is designed around a series 
of questions learners discuss after viewing a film or 
video text.

Basic questions

• Was there anything you liked about the film/video? If 
so, what?

• What caught your attention? 
• Was there anything you disliked? If so, what?
• Was there anything that puzzled or surprised you? If so, 

what?
• Was there anything you had never seen before in a film/

video? If so, what?
• Were there any patterns or connections you noticed in 

the film/video? 

General questions

• Have you seen any films/videos like this before? How 
were they similar? How were they different? 

• Having talked about the film/video, have you changed 
your mind about anything? Did you see anything new? 
Were you surprised by anything? If so, what? 

• Would you like to know more about the film/video and 
how it was made? If so, what?

Descriptive terms

Teachers also need to become familiar with the sets of 
terms used for describing particular modes (for example 
written language, photography, film, or painting) and 
develop a more extensive knowledge base from which to 
expand their multimodal teaching. This will then enable 
them to help their learners understand, evaluate, and 
create multimodal texts.

Appendix 1 outlines some useful terms to use when 
discussing multimodality.

Viewing frameworks

Even when the curriculum explicitly expresses multimodal 
literacy learning outcomes, many teachers may need 
some support with using multimodal texts effectively 
in class. To help them do this, a number of viewing 
frameworks from general education could be adapted 
to the ELT classroom – for example, the following 
frameworks from media literacy, film literacy, and visible 
thinking routines training:

Appendix 2 presents the Centre for Media Literacy’s 
‘Media literacy: five key questions’ framework for use with 
all multimodal texts.33

Appendix 3 presents Into Film’s: ‘3Ss and 3Cs 
framework’ for use with short films and videos, and 
feature-length films.34

Appendix 4 presents the visible thinking routine: ‘Step 
inside: perceive, know about, care about’ for use with 
paintings, photographs, short films and video, and 
feature-length films.35

STRENGTHENING ACTIVE AND 
CRITICAL VIEWING
In addition to the text-based teaching approach and the 
use of viewing frameworks, the following things should be 
done to ensure an emphasis on strengthening active and 
critical viewing, and effective and creative representing in 
what is taught:

• a greater focus on using images and videos as a 
springboard for analysis, evaluation, debate, and 
discussion; 

• a greater focus on using images, videos, and other 
multimodal texts as enablers of language; 

• a greater focus on using videos and other multimodal 
texts as models for learners to create their own 
multimodal texts.

SUMMARY
In order to help language teachers use 
multimodal texts more effectively in 
their classrooms, it is recommended 
that they explore a number of tried-and-
tested viewing frameworks from general 
education that can be easily adapted to the 
ELT classroom. It is important to remember 
that many of the tasks and activities that 
are used with print and listening texts 
can also be used here. Teachers can help 
their learners to comprehend, evaluate, 
and create multimodal texts by becoming 
familiar themselves with the sets of terms 
used for describing particular modes; 
and by developing a more extensive 
knowledge base from which to expand 
their multimodal teaching.
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THE IMPLICATIONS FOR COURSE 
MATERIALS, CURRICULA, AND 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
In this section we look at the implications of multimodal 
literacy for course materials, curricula, and professional 

development. Some teachers already use different 
modes as an everyday part of their current teaching – for 
example, the use of flashcards, audio, video, and other 
forms of multimedia – while others do not. A number of 
recommendations are made in this section to ensure that:
• the curriculum reflects the current communication 

environment;
• teachers are conscious of and understand the concepts of 

multimodality and multimodal literacy;
• there is a greater presence of multimodal texts in course 

materials and these are used critically and creatively.
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Communication continues to become 
more diverse in the range of genres and 
mixtures of media that are available. We 
need to reflect this in the way we develop 
our students’ understanding and how we 
help their ability to express themselves.
NIK PEACHEY
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COURSE MATERIALS
In the contemporary communication environment 
multimodal texts are an indispensable part of learners’ 
lives outside the classroom. However, monomodal texts 
are often still predominant in ELT materials in some 
contexts around the world.36 Although there has been 
a recent trend towards a greater presence of images 
and videos in coursebooks, there is an obvious need 
to increase the presence of multimodal texts in ELT 
materials and in the ELT classroom. The following steps 
can be taken in coursebook design to develop learners’ 
linguistic skills as well as their multimodal communicative 
competence:

• More use of videos, especially videos which are similar 
to those learners are encountering in their lifeworlds 
such as vlogs, tutorials, listicles, explainer videos, 
reaction videos, etc.

• More videos with captions and subtitles, and rich visual 
support which aid comprehension.

• Less use of photo library images as support and 
decoration; it is more challenging for teachers to 
use them as a starting point for analysis, evaluation, 
and debate as they tend to look artificial (often too 
‘perfect’) and unlike the images learners encounter in 
their everyday lives.

• Less use of ‘talking head’ style video content; this 
often lacks the rich visual support of other genres of 
videos; it can also lead  to them being under-exploited 
(for example, only used for listening comprehension 
tasks such as multiple-choice questions) and with 
a corresponding lack of focus on the non-verbal 
information in the video.

• Fewer purely language-based comprehension tasks for 
videos and a greater emphasis on tasks that focus on how 
information is communicated non-verbally in the video.

• A greater focus on using images and videos as a starting 
point for 1) analysis, evaluation, debate, and discussion, 
and 2) learners to create their own multimodal texts.

• More tasks that give learners opportunities to create 
their own multimodal texts.

• A greater focus on using silent and semi-silent short 
films and videos especially at lower levels that reduce 
the cognitive load when learners view them.

CURRICULA
It is vital to recognize in the curricula that literacy in 
today’s digital age and communication environment is 
more than just language competence and that it also 
involves viewing and representing with multimodal 
texts. A number of things need to be done to ensure 
that curricula reflect the contemporary communication 
environment and help learners develop their multimodal 
communicative competence:

• The integration of multimodal literacy requires policies 
and policy documents, such as curricula, that explicitly 
adopt multimodal literacy as part of their goals. 

• The curricula need to explicitly use multimodal learning 
outcomes. Viewing and representing need to be 
specific learning outcomes in the curriculum.

• Viewing and representing need to be integrated with 
other areas of language learning (reading, writing, 
speaking, and listening). Viewing and representing 
should not be taught in isolation.
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SUMMARY
The integration of multimodal literacy 
into English language teaching will have 
important implications on materials, 
curricula, and professional development. 

1. There is a need for a greater presence 
of images, videos, and other multimodal 
texts in ELT coursebooks and a greater 
focus on using them as a starting point 
for analysis, evaluation, debate, and 
discussion.

2. The ELT curriculum needs to reflect the 
fact that literacy in the contemporary 
communication environment is more 
than just language competence 
and that it also involves viewing and 
representing with multimodal texts. 

3. There needs to be a focus on visual 
literacy, multimodal literacy, and media 
production on both pre-service and 
in-service teaching training courses so 
that teachers are able to confidently 
incorporate multimodal literacy into 
their classes.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Many teachers are already doing excellent work with 
images and multimodal texts in their classrooms. 
However, this work is often intuitive and they tend to have 
a limited range of approaches for exploiting visual and 
multimodal texts. Teachers generally lack training and 
knowledge in visual literacy and multimodality literacy. 
Unless teachers receive specific training in visual literacy, 
multimodal literacy, and media production, it will be very 
difficult for them to meet the needs of their learners, 
who need to communicate effectively in a world where 
communication is increasingly visual and multimodal 
in nature.

For these reasons, there is an urgent need for wide-
ranging initiatives to support teachers through 
professional development.  Initiatives could include 
a focus on visual literacy, multimodal literacy, media 
production on pre-service courses, and regular in-service 
workshops and courses on visual literacy and multimodal 
literacy. This type of training would give teachers the skills 
and knowledge to design effective multimodal learning 
experiences – as well as the ability to explain to learners 
what these concepts are to ensure they can understand, 
analyse, and create their own multimodal texts. Teachers’ 
professional development could also be supported within 
communities of practice as they experiment with ways to 
create effective multimodal learning experiences. 

Using different modes 
can lead to increased 
engagement and appeal 
to different individual 
strengths. It can also 
encourage students to step 
out of their comfort zone 
and try a new format for 
presenting work.
David Dodgson, EAL coordinator, 
UNITED KINGDOM

Unless teachers receive specific 
training in visual literacy, 
multimodal literacy, and 
media production, it will be 
very difficult for them to meet 
the needs of their learners.
SYLVIA KARASTATHI
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THE IMPLICATIONS FOR 
ASSESSMENT
Assessment requirements assert a powerful influence on 
both teaching and learning practices. It is important that 
assessment requirements take into account the multimodal 
nature of contemporary communication. In this section, 
the implications for assessment are examined along with 
suggestions for assessing multimodal literacy learning 
appropriately.

07
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The implications for assessment

If one of the curriculum aims is the development of 
multimodal literacy, this should be reflected in the 
assessment process. However, teachers are often 
uncertain how to do this because current assessment 
practices do not acknowledge multimodality in their 
frameworks.37 Here are some suggestions for assessing 
multimodal literacy learning38:

• When multimodal literacy is included in the curriculum 
in the form of viewing and representing with 
multimodal texts, the assessment should consider the 
emphasis given to it in the curriculum.

• Assessment should take into account the multimodal 
nature of contemporary communication.

• Communicative modes should be assessed beyond 
the linguistic mode (print text and speech), which is 
currently the main communicative mode included in 
assessment criteria in language education.

• Tasks that are multimodally designed deserve to have 
the full multimodal text assessed, not only the linguistic 
part – for example, in video, where information is 
conveyed through communicative modes beyond 
speech, and different modes interact and convey 
meaning.

• Despite the fact that multimodal text production 
constitutes a significant and growing part of learning 
activities, teachers’ assessment of learners’ texts 
still focuses almost exclusively on written work. 
Teachers need to adjust their assessment practices to 
accommodate their learners’ written text production; 
they also need to assess the other communicative 
modes learners have used in their text creation.

• In reading examinations learners could be asked to 
read paper-based multimodal texts such as posters, 
restaurant menus, and illustrated instructions or 
online digital multimodal texts such as emails, blog 
articles, and social media posts. It is important that the 
examination designer or the teacher reproduces the 
original multimodal layout (typeface, images, colours, 
etc.) of the text used in the examination.

SUMMARY
The integration of viewing and 
representing into English language 
teaching has significant implications for 
assessment. There is a need to develop 
assessment frameworks to assess 
communicative modes beyond the 
linguistic mode which is currently the only 
communicative mode taken into account in 
assessment criteria. A stronger connection 
between curriculum and assessment 
goals is essential to ensure that students, 
teachers, and other stake holders recognize 
the importance of multimodal literacy.

• In writing examinations learners could be asked 
to create a print multimodal text such as a leaflet, 
brochure, poster, or a multimodal text for a digital 
environment such as a blog, website, or social 
media site.

• A set of rubrics with band descriptors and examples 
should be written and used to illustrate viewing and 
representing task requirements and expectations.39 

Appendix 5 contains a rubric for viewing.40

• Given the powerful influence that assessment 
requirements assert on teaching and learning practices, 
strengthening the relationship between curriculum 
and assessment goals is essential. This will signal to 
teachers, learners, and their parents/carers the value of 
multimodal literacy learning as vital preparation for their 
social, academic, and professional futures.
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CONCLUSIONS

Effective communication today requires 
young people to be able to comprehend, 
respond to, and compose multimodal 
texts in diverse forms. As contemporary 
communication is increasingly multimodal, 
it is important to rethink what is meant 
by communicative competence in ELT. 
Although the main focus of English language 
teachers should still be on spoken and 
written language, learners also need help in 
developing their multimodal communicative 
competence. This can be achieved, for 
example, by giving them opportunities to 
read and compose their own multimodal 
texts. It is vital to recognize in the curriculum 
that literacy in today’s digital age is much 
more than just language competence and 
that it also involves viewing and representing 
with multimodal texts.

Viewing involves learners paying attention to, 
understanding, analysing, and interpreting multimodal 
texts and responding to them critically. Learners need 
help in understanding how images and other modes 
in multimodal texts interact with spoken and written 
language to create a communicative act. By helping 
learners interact with the type of texts they engage 
with in their everyday lives, their lifeworlds are being 
connected with the classroom.

Representing involves learners communicating 
information and ideas through the creation of multimodal 
texts. It is integral to the development of multimodal 
literacy, as it not only provides learners with opportunities 
to represent their learning, but also allows them to learn 

CONCLUSIONS

through making. The composition of culturally authentic 
multimodal artefacts helps to connect learners’ lifeworlds 
with the classroom. While viewing and representing are 
different skills (receptive as opposed to productive), they 
are very closely linked.

Multimodality is gaining ground as a focus in language 
education because multimodal texts will continue to 
dominate our communication environment far into 
the future. This increased awareness of multimodality 
in language education is reflected by the fact that 
publishers are incorporating more multimodal texts in 
their coursebooks – and that there is a clear trend toward 
using these texts more critically and creatively. However, 
there is still a clear need to increase the presence of 
multimodal texts even more in ELT materials.

Undoubtedly, in the near future, many more education 
systems around the world will reform their language 
curricula to include multimodal literacy, and viewing 
and representing will become part of English language 
curricula. Language teachers need to be able to help 
learners become more active and critical viewers, 
as well as more effective and creative composers of 
multimodal texts. To achieve this there needs to be 
specific multimodality literacy training on pre-service and 
in-service training courses.

KEY MESSAGES
• In today’s world, communication includes more 

than just speaking and writing. Now learners need 
to build in visual, aural, and spatial dimensions to 
communication too.

• The traditional four key skills of reading, listening, 
writing, and speaking are no longer sufficient. We must 
expand the key skills to include viewing and creating 
multimodal texts as well.

• Using videos and images in class isn’t an optional fun 
activity anymore. It is essential to use multimodal texts 
for analysis, debate, and discussion.

• In order to communicate effectively in today’s world, 
whether at school, in further education, or at work, 
students need to be proficient in multimodal literacy. 
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APPENDIX 2: 
FIVE KEY QUESTIONS OF MEDIA LITERACY

Learners should be encouraged to ask themselves these five questions every time they 
encounter a multimodal text such as a meme, a social media post, an infographic, a viral 
video, a vlog, etc. in order to be able to evaluate and analyse media.

1 Who created this message?

2 What creative techniques are used to attract my attention?

3 How might different people understand this message differently to me?

4 What values, lifestyles, and points of view are represented in, or left out of, this 
message?

5 Why is this message being sent?

Follow-up questions

1 What kind of text is it? What are the various elements that make up the whole text? 
What clues are there as to who created the text?

2 What do you notice about the way the message is constructed in the text? What do 
you notice about the use of colours, shapes, sounds, silence, words, fonts, props, sets, 
clothing, movement, lighting? Where is the camera? What is the viewpoint? How is 
the story told visually? What are people doing? Are there any symbols? Are there any 
visual metaphors (an imaginative comparison of two things)? What’s the emotional 
appeal? What persuasive devices are used? 

3 Have you ever experienced anything like this in your life? How close is this portrayal to 
your experience? How did the text make you feel and why? How might the text make 
your friends feel? How might the text make your parent/carer feel? How might the text 
make a person of another gender feel?

4 What type of person is the reader/viewer invited to identify with? What ideas or 
values are being “sold” to us in this text? What political or economic ideas are 
communicated in the text? What judgments or statements are made about how we 
treat other people? What is the overall worldview of the message? What ideas or 
perspectives are left out? Is the information balanced with different views or does it 
present only one side? 

5 Is the purpose of the text to gain profit? Is the purpose of the text to gain power? Is 
the purpose of the text to influence people?
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APPENDIX 3: THE 3Cs AND 3Ss
The 3Cs (Colour, 
Character, Camera) 
and the 3Ss, (Story, 
Setting, Sound) viewing 
framework is used to 
help learners discuss 
and analyse all the 
elements of a film text.

Process

• Give pairs or small groups of learners a copy of the 3Cs and 3Ss Question Card. Assign 
one of the Cs (Colour, Character, Camera) or Ss (Story, Setting, Sound) to focus on.

• Learners watch the short film/video/trailer (a series of short scenes from a film) and 
assigned C or S.

• In pairs or small groups, learners discuss the questions for their assigned C or S.
• Get feedback from the whole class on the questions for their assigned C or S.
• Assign another C or S and repeat the process.

Colours
• What colours do you see?
• How do the colours make you feel?
• When do the colours change and why?
• What do the colours tell you about the time of day that 

the story took place?
• Why do you think certain colours are used?
• What colours would you have chosen?
• Do the colours change when the story is in a different 

setting?
• Are any colours associated with particular characters?
• How important do you think the colours are in the film?
• What would the film have been like in black and white or 

in just one colour?
• What mood do you think the colours create?

Character
• Is there a main character?
• Is there more than one main character?
• Is the story really about this character or about someone 

else?
• Who is telling the story?
• What do the main characters look like?
• What might the way they look like tell us about them as a 

character?
• How do they speak and what do they say?
• How do they behave?
• How do they behave towards other characters?
• Do any of the characters have particular music or sounds?
• Which character interests you the most?
• Is there anyone else you would like to see in the story? 

How would the story be different?

Camera
• What shots have been used? Can you name them?
• When do you see a long shot or a close-up shot?
• What are the different shots used for?
• Through whose eyes do we see the story?
• When do we see different characters’ point of view?
• When does the camera move and when does it stay still?
• How does the camera help to tell the story?
• What do the first shots tell us about the story, the setting, 

etc.?
• Why do certain shots follow each other, e.g. a long shot 

followed by a close-up?
• How can you tell what the characters are thinking or how 

they are feeling through what the camera does?
• How quickly do the shots change? Does this change in 

different parts of the story?

Story
• What happens in the beginning, middle, and end of the 

story?
• What are the most important things (events) that happen 

in the story?
• How would the story change if events happened in a 

different order?
• How do we know where the story takes place?
• Who or what is the story about? How can we tell?
• How long does the story take in ‘real’ time?
• What do you think happened before the story began?
• What might happen next, after the end of the story?
• How does this story remind you of other stories?
• How would you like the story to continue?

Setting
• Where does the action take place?
• Why is the story set in a particular place?
• When and how does the setting change?
• How does the setting affect the characters and the way 

they behave?
• When the story began, where did you think we were?
• How could you tell where the story was taking place?
• Could the same story have happened in a different 

place?
• How do you think the story would have changed if it had 

happened in a different place or setting?
• Can you tell when the story is taking place?
• What clues might there be to tell us whether the story is 

set now or in the past?

Sounds
• How many different sounds do you hear? What are they?
• Is there music in the film?
• How does the music make you feel?
• When do you hear the music or sounds change?
• What is happening on screen when the sounds or music 

change?
• If you listen to the sounds without the pictures, can you 

tell what is happening on the screen?
• Are there any moments of silence?
• Do any of the characters speak? What do they sound 

like? If you added your own voiceover to the film, who 
would speak and what would they say?

• Can you hear any sound effects?
• Do you think any sounds have been made louder than 

they would be in real life? What are they? Why do you 
think they are louder in the film?
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APPENDIX 4: 
STEP INSIDE: PERCEIVE, KNOW ABOUT, 
CARE ABOUT
This routine asks learners to step inside the role of a character from a painting or 
photograph they are looking at, or a film or video they have watched. Learners then 
speak or write from that chosen point of view saying what he or she perceives, knows 
about, and cares about. 

Purpose of this routine

This routine aims to develop learners’ visual literacy, 
critical thinking, and empathy (ability to understand 
another person’s feelings, etc.) by stepping inside the 
character from a painting, photograph, film, or video. 

Step 1.  Show learners a painting, a photograph, a film, 
or a video. 

Step 2.  Ask learners to imagine they are a character 
from the source material. From this 
perspective, ask them to reflect on three core 
questions:
• What can the person perceive?
• What might the person know about or 

believe?
• What might the person care about?

Step 3.  Learners can work individually, in pairs, or 
in groups. They can first take notes of their 
responses before sharing them.

Step 4.  Learners share their thinking and ideas with the 
rest of the class. 

Tips for using this routine

• The teacher might invite learners to look at the source 
material, and ask them to generate a list of the various 
perspectives or points of view expressed in the 
painting, photograph, film, or video. 

• Learners then choose a particular point of view to 
express or talk from, saying what they perceive, know 
about, and care about. 

• Sometimes learners might state their perspective 
before talking. Other times they may not, and then 
the class could guess from which perspective they are 
speaking.

• Encourage learners to ‘step inside’ the character they 
have chosen and talk about what they are experiencing.

• Learners can quickly create a brief spoken or written 
monologue, taking on this point of view, or they can 
work in pairs asking questions that help their partner 
stay in character and draw out his or her point of view.

• Perceive here can be replaced by see, observe or 
understand. 
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GLOSSARY
affordance
A use or purpose that a thing can have.

alphabetic
Being one of the letters of the alphabet, rather than a number or 
other symbol.

artefact
An object that is made by a person.

cognitive load
The amount of information that working memory can hold at one 
time.

collaborative learning
The educational approach of using groups to enhance learning 
through working together.

communicative competence
A learner’s ability to use language to communicate successfully.

community of practice
A group of people who work together in a specific domain, engage 
in common activities, and share practices.

digital age
The present time, in which many things are done by computer, and 
large amounts of information are available because of computer 
technology.

explicit teaching
An educational approach that involves the teacher directing learner 
attention toward specific learning in a structured environment.

Extensive Reading
The process of learners reading easier texts over an extended 
period of time for enjoyment and to develop general reading skills.

inclusive
Deliberately including people, things, ideas, etc. from all sections 
of society, points of view, etc.

knowledge artefact
An object that is made by a person that demonstrates the 
knowledge they have acquired.

lifeworld
All the immediate experiences, activities, and contacts that make 
up the world of a person.

meaning-making
The processes by which people use semiotic resources to make 
meaning in social settings.

multimodal
Consisting of any mixture of audio, images, video, and text. 

multimodal communicative competence
A learner’s ability to use language to communicate successfully 
through various communication modes such as the linguistic, visual, 
aural, and gestural modes.

multimodality
The combination of multiple communicative modes, such as sight, 
sound, print, images, video, music that produce meaning in a 
message.

professional development
An ongoing process through which teachers continually expand 
their professional competences. 

representing 
The process of communicating information and ideas through the 
creation of multimodal texts.

schemata
The prior knowledge a learner brings to the study of a topic or 
theme.

talking head
A presenter or reporter on television who addresses the camera 
and is viewed in close-up.

text-based teaching
An educational approach that sees communicative competence as 
involving the mastery of different types of texts.

Viewing
The active process of comprehending and responding to 
multimodal texts.
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VIDEO IN THE ELT 
CLASSROOM
 1.  What is it? 
There has been an enormous increase in the availability and popularity of online video 
over the last decade, enabled by improvements in mobile devices and connectivity. 
Whether sourced online or included in ELT course materials, video is a popular format in 
both formal and informal language learning. 

A go-to for learning resources
Sites like YouTube and Vimeo have become go-to places for learning how to do just about 
anything – from baking a cake to developing math skills or learning about solar energy.

Part of life
For teenagers and young adults, video has become a favourite way to consume, create, 
and share content. Mobile phones offer easy access to high-quality video cameras and 
easy-to-use apps for editing and uploading video directly to a range of websites.

ELT courses
Many ELT courses now have a range of level-appropriate quality video content that 
supports teachers and students.

Variety of content
The content and quality of online video varies enormously, but with a little care it’s 
possible to find engaging, entertaining, and informative content that can help to leverage 
your students’ attention and deliver learning goals in a motivating and innovative way.

Types of video
Among the more popular and useful types of video materials available are:

■ ‘How to’ videos 
	 These show viewers how to do a 

wide range of things, from cooking 
specific dishes to fixing a car. They are 
often language rich and highly visual, 
which means they tend to be easy to 
understand, even for lower-level learners.

■ Advertisements 
 These are usually an ideal length for use 

in the classroom and are often visually 
engaging, language rich, and very 
creative. They can also be quite easy to 
understand for lower-level learners.

■ Short animated movies
 Many of these have a very powerful 

narrative combined with engaging 
imagery, and they often touch on 
more imaginative subjects. They can 
show students the world from different 
perspectives.

■ Educational videos 
 These cover a range of content, from 

long lectures to bite-sized programs 
and informative documentaries that are 
specifically designed for learning. These 
types of video are generally information 
rich, which can make it quite easy to 
design comprehension tasks for them.

■ Music videos
 These can be particularly useful for 

students, as they are designed to be 
watched and listened to multiple times, 
and music can significantly help to 
improve the retention of the lyrics.

■ Movie clips 
 These are short excerpts from films or TV 

series. This kind of authentic material can 
be very motivating and give students the 
confidence to watch films in English in 
their own time.

1www.oup.com/elt/expert

Free to download from:  
www.oup.com/elt/expert

ISBN: 978 0 19 437601 3 ISBN: 978 0 19 442151 5 
www.oup.com/elt/teacher/itc

ISBN: 978 0 19 442579 7 
www.oup.com/elt/teacher/rbt
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 27 This is a slightly adapted version of Lim’s model (2018)

 28 Vygotsky (1962)

 29 Haight, Herron & Cole (2008)

 30 Hafner & Ho (2020)

05  THE IMPLICATIONS OF MULTIMODAL LITERACY ON WHAT 
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02 INTEGRATING VIEWING INTO CLASSROOM PRACTICE
 17 Chan & Herrero (2000); Donaghy (2015); Goldstein 

(2009); Keddie (2009); Sherman (2003); Stempleski & 
Tomalin (2001)

 18 Ministry of Education, Saskatchewa (2013)

 19 Webb (2015)

 20 Herrero & Vanderschelden (2019)

 21 Rodgers & Webb (2011)

38© Oxford University Press



REFERENCES
Apkon, S. (2013). The age of the image: Redefining literacy in a 
world of screens. Farrar, Straus & Giroux.

Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority 
(2021). Australian Curriculum.

Begoray, D. (2001). Through a class darkly: Visual literacy in the 
classroom. Canadian Journal of Education/Revue Canadienne De 
l’éducation, 26(2), 201–217.

Chambers, A. (1993) Tell me: Children, reading and talk. Thimble 
Press.

Canadian Common Curriculum Framework (1998). The common 
curriculum framework for English language arts kindergarten to 
grade 12: Western Canadian protocol for collaboration in basic 
education (2nd ed.). Governments of Alberta, British Columbia, 
Manitoba, Northwest Territories, Saskatchewan and Yukon Territory. 
Manitoba Education and Training.

Chan, D., & Herrero, C. (2000). Using film in language teaching. 
bit.ly/3Y6DHcT

Cope, B., & Kalantzis, M. (2000). Multiliteracies: Literacy learning 
and the design of social futures. Routledge.

Cope, B., & Kalantzis, M. (2009). Multiliteracies: New literacies, 
new learning. Pedagogies, 4(3), 164–195. bit.ly/3ZdppIX

Cope, B., & Kalantzis, M. (2015). A pedagogy of multiliteracies. 
Learning by design. Palgrave.

Diamantopoulou, S., & Ørevik, S. (2021). Multimodality in English 
language learning. Taylor & Francis.

Donaghy, K. (2015). Film in action. Delta Publishing.

Donaghy, K., & Xerri, D. (Eds.). (2017). The image in English 
language teaching. ELT Council. bit.ly/3xXb6vY

Feez, S., & Joyce, H. (1998). Text-based syllabus design. National 
Centre for English Language Teaching and Research, Macquarie 
University.

Gee, J. P. (1996). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in 
discourses. Taylor & Francis.

Goldstein, B. (2009). Working with images. Cambridge University 
Press.

Goldstein, B. (2016). Visual literacy in English language teaching. 
Cambridge University Press. bit.ly/3kHaF5Y

Goldstein, B., & Driver, P. (2014). Language learning with digital 
video. Cambridge University Press.

Hafner, C. A., & Ho, J. W. Y. (2020). Assessing digital multimodal 
composing in second language writing: Towards a process-based 
model. Journal of Second Language Writing, 47, 1–14.

Haight, C., Herron, C., & Cole, S. (2008). The effects of 
deductive and guided inductive instructional approaches on 
the learning of grammar in the elementary foreign language 
college classroom. Foreign Language Annals, 40, 288–310. 
doi.org/10.1111/j.1944-9720.2007.tb03202.x

Herrero, C., & Vanderschelden, I. (2019). Using film and media 
in the language classroom: Reflections on research-led teaching. 
Multilingual Matters.

Jewitt, C. (Ed.). (2009). The Routledge handbook of multimodal 
analysis. Routledge.

Jewitt, C., & Kress, G. (2003). Multimodal literacy. Peter Lang.

Karastathi, S. (2016). Visual literacy in the language curriculum. 
Visual Arts Circle. bit.ly/3SQtxMR

Keddie, J. (2009). Images. Oxford University Press.

Keddie, J. (2014). Bringing online video into the classroom. Oxford 
University Press.

Kress, G. (2000). Multimodality: Challenges to thinking about 
language. TESOL Quarterly, 34(2), 337–340.

Kress, G. (2003). Literacy in the new media age. Routledge.

Kress, G. (2010). Multimodality: A social semiotic approach to 
contemporary communication. Routledge.

Lim, F. V. (2018). Developing a systemic functional approach to 
teach multimodal literacy. Functional Linguistics, 5(13), 1–17.

Lim, F. V., & Tan-Chia, L. (2022). Designing learning for multimodal 
literacy. Taylor & Francis.

Mavridi, S., & Xerri, D. (2020). English for 21st century skills. 
Express Publishing.

Ministry of Education, Saskatchewa (2013). Viewing and 
representing. Saskatchewan Ministry of Education.

Ministry of Education (MOE), Singapore (2020). English language 
teaching and learning syllabus 2020. Ministry of Education.

Mumba, C., & Mkandawire, S. (2019). The text-based integrated 
approach to language teaching: Its meaning and classroom 
application. Multidisciplinary Journal of Language and Social 
Sciences Education, 2, 123–143.

New London Group. (1996). A pedagogy of multiliteracies: 
Designing social futures. Harvard Educational Review, 66(1), 60–92.

Ørevik, S. (2021). Developing an assessment framework for 
multimodal text production in the EAL classroom: The case of 
persuasive posters. In S. Diamantopoulou & S. Ørevik (Eds.), 
Multimodality in English language learning. Taylor & Francis.

Reinders, H. (2011). Digital storytelling in the language classroom. 
ELTWO Journal, 3, 23–29.

Ritchhart, R., Church, M., & Morrison, K. (2011). Making thinking 
visible: How to promote engagement, understanding, and 
independence for all learners. Jossey-Bass.

Robin, B. R. (2016). The power of digital storytelling to support 
teaching and learning. Digital Education Review, 30. bit.ly/3J3djwA

Rodgers, M. P. H., & Webb, S. (2011). Narrow viewing: The 
vocabulary in related television programs. TESOL Quarterly, 45(4), 
689–717.

Serafini, F. (2013). Reading the visual: An introduction to teaching 
multimodal literacies. Teachers College Press.

Sherman, J. (2003). Using authentic video in the language 
classroom. Cambridge University Press.

Sindoni, M. G., Adami, E., Karatza, S., Marenzi, I., Moschini, I., 
Petroni, S., & Rocca, M. (2019). CFRIDiL: Common framework of 
reference for intercultural digital literacies. A comprehensive set of 
guidelines of proficiency and intercultural awareness in multimodal 
digital literacies. www.eumade4ll.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/ 
cfridil-framework-MG3_IM_4-compresso.pdf

Stempleski, S., & Tomalin, B. (2001). Film. Oxford University Press.

Theodosakis, N. (2001). The director in the classroom: How 
filmmaking inspires learning. Tech4Learning.

Unsworth, L., Cope, J., & Nicholls, L. (2019). Multimodal literacy and 
large-scale literacy tests: Curriculum relevance and responsibility. 
Australian Journal of Language and Literacy, 42(2), 128–139.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1962). Thought and language. The MIT Press.

Webb, S. (2015). Extensive viewing: Language learning through 
watching television. In D. Nunan & J. C. Richards (Eds.), Language 
learning beyond the classroom (pp. 159–168). Routledge.

39© Oxford University Press


