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Multimodality

Reading/viewing and writing/designing often work across modes,
media, and genres for contemporary learners.

» Multimodal approaches to teaching and learning recognise how meaning
can be made across linguistic, visual, aural, kinaesthetic, and spatial-
temporal modes.

» Written or printed language is but one mode for representing understanding
and conveying meaning.

» Multimodality seeks to engage with the ever-changing communications
landscape that comes with technological development, as well as engage
with cross- and inter-cultural communication. It is therefore both a creative
and a critical domain.

Multimodality requires teachers and learners to rethink conventional definitions
of literacy that focus on the technical skills of reading and writing print-based
texts (Kress, 2015; Lim, 2018). Instead, this approach requires that we recognise
1) that print language (i.e. the linguistic mode) is one of many available modes
of communication, and 2) that building a strong capacity to deconstruct and
(re)construct texts using a variety of modes and genres is necessary for contem-
porary society. Given that new genres and media are increasingly being used in
and out of schools (from WordPress to TikTok), literacy education must draw on
teachers’ and learners’ own ways of consuming and producing texts in order to
remain relevant. It becomes necessary, then, to gain proficiency in the grammars of:

« language or the linguistic mode

visuality or the visual mode

sound or the aural mode

movement/gestures or the kinaesthetic mode, and
space-time or the spatial-temporal mode



as well as the ways in which these modes are assembled together (Kress and
van Leeuwen, 2001; Serafini, 2012). For example, consider how media stories
are reported and then anchored by selected photographs. Furthermore, consider
how these photographs re-emerge in the telling of new media stories and can
be used to contribute to fake news and misinformation.

UKLA recognises that contemporary communication is, more often than not,
multimodal. Reading across linguistic, visual, audio-visual, and other modes has
become normalised as digital platforms expand and online communication
dominates (Zacher Pandya, 2012). Furthermore, Web 2.0 ushered in an increase
in the production of texts by everyday people across contexts, which often take
up multimodal forms. Increasingly, people are accessing as well as producing blogs,
videos, images, memes, GIFs, and other genres to serve a range of communicative
functions (Jewitt, 2008). However, the multimodal nature of communication is
not restricted to online platforms. Multimodality therefore provides a lens through
which to re-look and re-think taken-for-granted literacies and communication as
embodied (Taylor, 2016). Such engagement with text production and consumption
across modes is also tightly bound to issues of identity, emotion, and representation,
with strong implications for how practitioners think about what literacy education
(including assessment) looks like and who it is meant to serve (Burgess and
Rowsell, 2020). Despite this, much of language, literacy, and literature education,
and their assessment strategies, still take the linguistic mode (i.e. printed text) as
the most valued means of conveying understanding, knowledge, and academic
success (Taylor, 2014). Adopting a multimodal approach therefore enables
teachers and learners to raise important questions about pedagogy and access
to knowledge:

What modes and media are we using to enable learners to access formal
curriculum content?

What modes and media are learners able to bring into the classroom to help
demonstrate their growing engagement with and understanding of
curriculum content?

10 what extent do we think about not only what makes curriculum content
knowledge but also how curriculum content knowledge is accessed, used,
and represented?

How might multimodality enable us to rethink assessment in ways that allow
learners to demonstrate their understanding, growth, and development in
critical and creative ways? That is, how might we and our learners imagine
beyond the dominant modes, media, and genres of established curriculums
and standardised testing?

Critical Transmodal Pedagogies

While much research related to multimodality capitalises on the use of digital
platforms and practices, there is also a question of who has access to the necessary
technology. Multimodality, then, is not confined by online media — although, it
certainly benefits from it. A multimodal approach therefore also seeks to consider



how teachers and learners use a variety of non-digital spaces and media to construct
meaning: from oral storytelling, to drawing and annotating, to body-language
and choreography.

In a recent study with final-year student teachers, Govender (2020) reported on
the ways in which multimodality and transmodality helped to construct a space
where students could traverse traditional genres of storytelling. Where multi-
modality means working with multiple modes for meaning-making (Kress, 2015),
transmodality involves moving, or translating, meaning from one mode to another
(Newfield, 2014). The student teachers in this course were therefore required to
redesign a print-based story (such as a short story or folktale) into a visual narrative
that experimented and played with image and word. As a result, the students
were able to rethink the genre conventions of stories by using colour, layout,
materials, and so on to retell the stories they had chosen.

This has certain implications for teaching and learning through multimodal and
transmodal practices:

* Recognising that genres are constructions means teachers and learners can
deconstruct and reconstruct them for different audiences.

* When students feel they can play with language and other modes, some also
feel they can play with convention itself.

* Images can do more than illustrate the meanings written through language.
They can convey complex meanings and work with words to deepen and
expand meaning.

* Teachers and learners can begin to draw on the oral, visual, and gestural
practices from outside prescribed school practices to bring cultures into the
classroom. It is not only about what stories are told, but also how stories are
told, that can place learners in positions of power (Ohito & the Fugitive
Literacies Collective, 2020).
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Classroom example
Instapoetry

In a recent Literacy article by Kate Kovalik and Jen Scott Curwood (2019), the
authors investigated how Instagram was used by adolescents (aged 13-15 years)
to create and interact in a community of ‘Instapoets’t. The instapoets also
demonstrate how they draw on a range of knowledges about what constitutes
poetry and how multimodal ensembles (texts) enable a certain amount of play
with language and visuals. The online platform therefore becomes a space for
consuming and producing multimodal poetry where young people are moved
to construct texts in ways that bring their school knowledge and everyday lives
together. The young people involved managed to 1) create a community of text
designers and consumers that provided feedback on each other’s work, 2) use
their agency to play with language and image, filters and composition, to construct
meaning, and 3) capitalise on being able to construct Instapoetry anywhere and at
any time, using their mobile phones whilst also learning to use the online literacy
practices of social media to reach wider audiences.

While the poetry presented in the article helps to illustrate how young people
used Instagram as a generative space for producing and sharing texts, as well as
supporting each other as a community of text designers, the authors also note
certain implications for literacy education:

1. The out-of-school (and digital) literacy practices of young people can be
capitalised on in order to place young people at the centre of writing
curriculums. Online platforms, like Instagram, can be used to engage with
more traditional genres of text such as poetry alongside more contemporary
methods of designing texts. Learners can become experts of their own out-of-
school online practices and use them to engage with more formal
curriculum content.



2. While reading poetry is vital for English curricula, the practice of writing
enables deeper engagement. This is true for multimodal text design. Learners
can reflect on and rationalise their design choices as part of a literacy curriculum.

3. Communities of writers can transgress the classroom walls and school
boundaries. Online platforms, when used safely, can provide learners with
access to authentic audiences and feedback. These audiences can be closed
(i.e. comprised of learners from the same class or school) or open (i.e.
comprised of a wider, more public audience).

I UKLA members can access this article via their member login on the UKLA website.

Furthermore, learners can begin to interrogate the ways in which they interact
with images, filtering options, photographic and video editing software in more
critical ways. By engaging with the design of multimodal texts, learners may
perhaps also learn to better understand how existing multimodal texts in their
everyday (online) lives have been constructed to position them.

Navan Govender on bebalf of UKLA
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