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Multimodality in Education: The English Language Experience
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Corresponding Author: 08122709849

Abstract

The art of teaching, generally, has been an issue attracting significant attention of educators in
the world of schooling. Efforts at making positive impact on learners’ performance has caused
many teachers at different levels of education to seek alternative strategies to strengthen teaching
and improve students’ achievement. However, much of these alternative efforts have been
traditional teacher-led, which exclude students from active participation in the process. Recent
academic efforts have begun to explore the inclusion of learners, introducing learner-centred
activities, aimed at bringing learners to the centre of classroom activities. One of such efforts is
multimodality which is the use of multiple modes in teaching and learning. This paper reviews the
place of engagement of multiple modes in the classroom, with emphasis on English language. The
concept, the benefits of multimodality to the teacher and the learner and also the challenges to
multimodality were discussed. The paper also presented reviews of some experimental studies
carried out on the effects of multimodal strategy on English language learning in approval of the
strategy. Suggestions on how lo integrate multimodal learning into the classroom were also made.

Keywords: Multimodality, Modes, Teaching and learning, Classroom activities.

Introduction

In every learning environment, there are different categories of learners, each acquiring and
building knowledge at his own pace in his own peculiar way. These varied categories of learners
can be found in a single setting with a single teacher who must aspire to meet the needs of every
individual leaner to achieve the set educational goals. In trying to accommodate these categories
of leaners, with their different learning styles, multimodal learning becomes apparent and
necessary. It is often overwhelming for a teacher to adequately meet the learning needs of
individuals with different abilities in a single classroom encounter. Yet, each classroom has
compositions from different learning backgrounds and abilities that must be accommodated. Thus,
multimodality is a bail-out for the teacher in a class of various learning styles.

Multimodality in education implies the application of multiple learning modes, each supporting
the other in a unique way. It is the interplay of different learning strategies that benefit learners in
one way or the other. In every learning environment, populated by high ability learners, medium
ability learners, low ability learners and even struggling learners or special leaners, which is often
the case, there is often difficulty carrying all these categories along at the same pace. Thus, the
essence of multimodal teaching is to be able to cater for the learning needs of these categories of
learners, to the extent that every learner should be able to benefit from, at least, one of these modes
in a single learning context. Simply put, multimodal learning means tcaching using multiple
modes. These modes could be music, speech, writing, drawing, graphics, kinesthetic, language
(written or spoken), and so on. It is believed that learning is more effective when teachers appeal
to different learning sensory modes at the same time which is only possible through multimodal
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learning, The point bein i

‘ g made here is that there are relevant o tions available t i
class other than the use of one mode, ’ SR

Multimodality
were directly

came as a response to changes brought about by technological innovations which
literacy

and indirectly influencing and changing the way people learn and also redefining
yasa whole. It is also a challenge to monomodal learning strategy which focuses on the use
of a smg’l_e mode of instruction in teaching and learning (Bateman, 2008). In moving away from
th.e traditional practices of teaching with one modality scholars recognize that leaners learn in
d!fferent ways and so the teacher should be able to deliver lessons with strategies that allow
different types of learners to process information through multiple modalities. It therefore, implies
that a learner can apply more than one meaning making mode in interpreting and in responding to
a text. Similarly, the teacher can apply more than one meaning making mode in lesson delivery
because each of these modes often goes with a different effect in promoting learning and literacy
practices. The dominant theoretical paradigm within the field of multimodality and education
concerns itself with how human beings use different modes of communication to create meaning

(Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996, Kress, 1997; Van Leeuwen, 2005). It involves multiple ways of
knowing and all these modes are co-dependent.

Multimodal learning practices are rooted in Multimodal theory of Jewitt and Kress (1996) which
posit that language is not the only form of communication available in teaching and learning. This
theory understands meaning representation and communication to be more than about language
but draws on a multiplicity of modes, all of which contribute to meaning, directly or indirectly. It
embodies how people learn, communicate and convey information using different forms of
channels and using them most effectively to create immersive and dynamic learning experiences.
They, therefore, argue that modes other than language can be used for meaningful communication.
For instance, a learning situation that integrates pictures, speech/language, gestures/movements,
colour, should be expected to carry a good number of leaners along as it concerns understanding
and making meaning from the information conveyed. Similarly, in a hearing-impaired classroom,
an audio/video presentation would benefit them less than text/video presentation mode.

The summary of this discourse is that scholars are increasingly recognizing that in any
communicative occasion, language, whether written or spoken, is only a part of the meaning
making resource. Jewitt and Kress (2003) have noted that any communicative event involves
simultaneous modes whereby, meaning is communicated in a variety of ways. Thus, other meaning
making resources provide different logics and effects, aside language resource, as the user
considers most suitable for the expression of meaning at a particular context.

What is a Mode?

A mode is any means or method of expression and presentation of information such as writing,
drawing, art performance, speech, images, colour, and so on. In other words, a mode is any form
of communication which a communicator has chosen as a means of interacting with an audience
in order to convey information. However, any such chosen means should be able to cater for the
specific needs and preference of the learner. In the teaching/learning situation, a mode is the way
or manner in which teaching/learning is carried out, experienced or expressed. It can also be seen
as a method employed to carry out teaching/learning. Linguistically, a mode is a meaning making
resource or form of communication within various sign systems that convey accepted meanings
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EE;:S :}nd Ne\.’vﬁeld,. 2006), eni{bl.il?g different kinds of knowing or being. Every mode of

ction carries a different possibility of meaning, though, some modes are more effective than
other modes in meaning bearing, for certain kinds of meaning representation. Thus, different
learners engage with different modes differently with respect to their engagements, recognizing
that meaning is not inherent or given in only one mode. A teacher can choose to employ two or
more modes in a single learning situation thereby bringing in multimodality into learning.

In knowledge construction and meaning making, there is an issue of what to do with one mode or
another or with a combination of modes (Evans, 2005). Unlike in a single mode situation, there
are different possibilities for meaning making in multimodal contexts. Such modes as language,
movements, drawing, colour which integrate both visual, audio and also writing are meant to
present learning in a variety of ways to enhance understanding and retention. For instance, an
image or drawing or dance will offer different affordances for understanding, interpretation and
meaning making. In live multimodal environment, which may include, but not only, dance,
performances, oral storytelling and presentations, meaning is conveyed through a combination of
various modes such as gestural, audio and spoken languages.

In considering the concept of affordance, the issue of what one mode offers that the other mode
does not offer becomes important. What a written passage allows a reader to do that a diagram or
play does not, can make a lot of difference in meaning making. Modes like audio, colour, drama,
visual, and so on, offer different affordances that can affect meaning, understanding and
interpretation. This means that a leamer may understand a text better when dramatized than when
ordinarily read or drawn. A comparison between a novel and a film based on the same novel can
reveal the issue of affordances and how a reader can be positioned in relation to them.

The underlying principle is that the dullest of leaners will be able to actively participate in the
learning process and be able to benefit fully and make meaning from, at least, one of the multiple
modes used in communication. This is because the distinct potentials of each mode to break down
communication into parts harnesses the simplification of complexities of content materials. Thus,
Kress and van Leeuwen (2001) referred to affordances as the realization of different kinds of
instructional possibilities and learning engagements that multimodality and multiliteracy materials
make available to teachers and/or learners.

A Paradigm Departure in Instructional Methodology

Multimodality began to receive significant definition in the 20" Century with exponential rise in
technology which created many new modes of presentation. The monomodal or single mode which
used to define the presentation of information and interpretation of text is being replaced by
complex presentation formats. Multimodality, therefore suggests a shift from the traditional
method which is paper-based to more complex methods such as screen-based texts, with the
affordances. Comparing a single mode environment and a multiple mode environment is like
comparing chalk board and digital board, in both affordances and the ease of use, as well as the
inherent potentials in them.

Page | 402 EMERGING TRENDS IN STEM AND TVET IN THE 215" CENTURY



h 4
8" International Conference of School of Science and Technology Education (SSTE)

o W —

Traditional/Single W(F Multiple Mode

I. Single learning style Multiple learning styles is a single context
B o ] _ _ (3 or more modes, up to 5)

2.1 f:achcn centered instruction Learner centered activitics

3. Single sensory simulation Multisensory simulation

4. Passive leaming, receptive Active, enquiry-based learning

3. One size - fits - all — model Proactive and well planned.

6. Regurgitation of information Authentic learning

Benefits of Multimodal Learning

Among the benefits accruable to learning when the environment allows instructional elements to
be presented in more than one sensory mode (visual, aural, written, etc.) are:

»

Y

It enables students to make preferences of learning styles which may lead to improved quality
of learning when content is matched with the best learning mode. It could lead to learners
developing stronger desire to learn new materials.

Multimodality can give rise to a more balanced approach to studying and learning and hence a
more comprehensive devotion to studying and understanding.

It stirs up creativity and spurs students to use different parts of their brain in critical thinking
in view of multisensory modes they employ, thereby, diversifying learners’ world outlook.

It accommodates and engages all categories of learners in a single learning context. Each
learner should have one or two modes among others that he/she can comfortably adapt to and
benefit from. This is a way of ensuring that no learner is left out of the learning process.

It improves the quality of learning by matching content with the best modes of learning.
Multimodality engages the leaners mind and keeps it from wondering in thought, thus, creating
a clearer focus for learning.

Multimodality is way from the traditional learning experience which reduces classroom
experiences to a bore.

When a variety of activities go on in a single learning encounter, there will be no dull moment.
The active involvement of learners will help them extend attention span and also retain
information acquired.

In multimodal learning, leaners can choose any mode of study that best suites them for a
particular learning experience. This means that all categories of learners can be taken care of
in a single class as each of them fits into a more accommodating mode for maximum benefit.
Multimodal learning enhances students’ ability to learn more because every obstacle is cleared
by one mode or the other. For instance, when comprehension of a reading material fails, a
visual or kinesthetic presentation of the same material could result in a more positive learning.
For instance, reading and comprehension of any Shakespeare’s works may be problematic to
some students but watching a play let of the same text will offer different kind of experience
and understanding.

Benefits of Multimodality in Teaching

Education has evolved to recognize that learning takes many forms and is multisensory. To this
end, multidimensional approach that could trigger multiple simulation are being advocated to
maximize teaching and learning. This practice can benefit the teacher in a variety of ways:
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“  Itexpands the creativity of the teacher when it comes to the point where he/she flexes his/her
creativity muscles by researching and piecing together the best resources to supplemept
lessons. Through these resources, the teacher challenges students to approach problems in
new ways and showecase their unique abilities. o of
The teacher evolves into a champion of diversity by exposing learners to the complexity o
real-world interactions through diversity of learning resources. ) )
The teacher also enjoys the opportunity of developing his/her own skills and competencies
in as many resource skills as possible. .
Multimod};liry helps the teacEer to improve the quality of instruction by matching content
delivery with the best modes of learning for learners. '
Multimodality engages the mind and creates a clegr fo'cust .for the teacher.
«  Itrelieves the teacher of the burden of classroom domination. .
Class man;hgement becomes easier for the teacher as even the dullest of leamersdwﬂl be gbil:
to understand concepts and make meaning from: at least, two of the modes use
instruction.

Multimodal instruction will enable the teacher to accomplish more, with students
involvement in the learning process. _ . )
Multimodal teaching strategy is away from the conventional tean‘:hmg strategy,‘thus, ma;‘kéng
a departure. to effective teaching by promoting students’ involvement in knowledge
acquisition, and interpretation and communication.

The use of multiple teaching modes helps the teacher select appropriate teaching modes for
each category of learning style.

However, multimodality is not going to replace the traditional literacy va].ue§ but rather‘ ipnqducgs
new forms to augment the existing form. The traditional knowledge of readlr}g and writing is .s_ull
important but the new modes are integrated into the old to complement the inherent pOSSlblhtlF’.‘S
and competencies (Miller and McVee, 2012). Learners still need to know how to read and write
but new literacy modes are integrated with new learning outcomes presented in new forms as
multimodality in the classroom, from paper-based to multiple modal based outcomes.

The English Language Experience

Scholarship in multimodal studies has grown especially within the last decade. This implies a
knowledge shift from the sole mode of written language as a means of interpreting written text and
making meaning. In a multimodal knowledge shift experiment conducted by Robert on his grade
10 and 11 adolescent students in South Africa out of frustration when his students failed to improve
in their English performance because of breakdown in the culture of learning”, Stein and Newfield
(2004) reported that at the end of the year, Robert’s students showed a dramatic improvement.
Robert had experimented on the use of drawing pictures, singing songs and performance plays to
improve students’ performance English language. At the end of the year, there was dramatic
improvement, as out of 140 students, only one failed the English language examination.

In a study titled ‘Engaging students through multimodal learning environments: The Journey
continues’, Sankey, Birch and Gardiner (2010) also sought to find out the uscfulness of having a
combination of resources in a single contact lesson and whether multiple representation of content

lead to improved leaming outcomes. Their findin

gs showed that 91.8% of participants improved
from pretest to postiest scores. Similarly,

Chikwendu (2016) in a study examined the effects of
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Multimodal Literacy
secondary
the multin
that multi

Strategy on English language reading comprehension outcomes of senior
school students in Niger State, Nigeria when compared with two other strategies. Using
nodal resource elements of language, drama and drawing in experiment, findings showed
: modal literacy strategy had the highest mean scores among male participants both in the
high verbal ability group, the average verbal ability group and the low verbal ability group
respectively. compared with the other strategies. Among female participants, the multimodal
literacy strategy had the highest mean score among high, average and low verbal ability groups.
The superiority of multimodal strategy over other strategies is evident in the study.

Kendrick, Jones, Mutonyi and Norton (2006) did a study in English education in Ugandan Primary
and Secondary Schools in two different districts and showed how the incorporation of
multimodality as an instructional strategy in mainstream schooling offered innovative possibilities
for how teachers might validate students’ literacy, experiences and cultures to support English
language learning in the classroom. The authors showed how the creative use of drawing,

photograph and drama provided opportunities for students to improve their understanding and use
of English language. : :

In a study on explore English as a second language learners’ exploration of multimodal texts in a
Junior high school in United States, Ajayi (2009) explored the principles that English as a second
language learners employed to interpret advertisement images and how they used visual
representation to convey their understandings. The study showed that the use of multimodal
resources had the potential to enhance language and literacy learning in a way that was
transformative. The students experienced the advertisement in the study in new ways, and
produced new meanings which reflected their personal interests. The study also showed that the
use of multimodal strategy allowed the students to enter into text composition from different paths.
Studies in multimodal teaching and learning resources are diverse and cut across disciplines and
subject areas. However, researches in multimodality are evolving, even though there is not much
of it in Nigeria. It is hoped that as emphasis is continuously laid on this area and more awareness
created through research and reviews, multimodality would be appreciated more in this part of the

world. It is also hoped that multimodality could replace monomodal practices in schools and in
learning generally, in the future.

Challenges to Multimodality
There are possibilities and challenges to multimodality in teaching and learning English as a
second language. Yougjoo (2014) posits that some issues could hamper effective application of
multimodal resources in the classroom. Some of the challenges outlined include that:
I.  Some students do not have access to digital technology to effectively participate.
2. Thetask of helping second language learners develop conventional academic literacy along
with multimodal (digital) literacies can overwhelm the teacher.
3. Some students are more multimodal than others or are richer in digital experience than
others. It can thus, be challenging to accommodate those with little or no digital multimodal
experience and those with much experience in the same class activities.
Prescribed curriculum could be a challenge to multimodal instruction as much as it lacks

multimodal outcome. In the same manner, multimodal techniques are a challenge to
conventional curriculum.
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.Wheu teachers are not trained on the use of some multimodal resources especially the ones
involving technology, it can be problematic.

Sometimes, selection of interaction modes is teacher centered without recourse to students
own preferred learning mode. What goes for one may not go for the other. Some learners

might just prefer monomodal communication, for instance, only reading written texts or
only images.

Integrating multimodality into learning

To make a seamless switch to multimodality, the following suggestions could be useful to the
teacher:

Excite your students with interactive exercises through visuals. Visuals are iconic and norrqal]y
are more concrete symbolic representations of reality. This is not the same with spoken or written
word. Since diverse methods are needed to engage diverse learners, the teacher could go for c'harts,
pictures, artworks, drama and other representations that could catch their eyes and attention to
make them see the content in a new light. Visual referents promote understanding and enable
accurate interpretation and retention of contents. The more iconic or pictorial the referents are, the
more likely they are to promote understanding and meaning making. '

The teacher could continue direct teaching in learners’ familiar style and then introduce mixed
modes in the virtual realm. Other modes like play lets, games, and mixed media could come in
too, all tailored towards students® needs. The teacher could take advantage of blended learning
environment to encourage learners to identify their strengths and personal competencies.

In introducing multiple modes, the teacher should avoid using the same modes for every lesson
and every day. Again, using too many modes at a time can even overwhelm learners and become
counterproductive. There should be a balance of modes that can engage and yet interest learners.
The teacher should track students’ progress to ensure they are retaining information and
developing their skills in line with the set educational objectives.

Conclusion

Multimodality is emerging and gaining ground in the world of teaching and learning. The life that
the strategy brings to classroom activities commends it to scholars in language education as it tends
to expand learning and skills acquisition beyond the confines of the classroom. The benefits
accruing to multimodal learning seem to outweigh the challenges that befall it. Engagement with
multimodal teaching and learning resources could motivate enquiry in learners, promote students’
engagement with text materials and improve their learning and even attitude to schooling. This
implies that apart from promoting active participation in reading and interpretation of texts, doors
are opened for lifelong learning by the developmental skills that learners acquire through
engagements with different modes. Thus, in this 21* century, there is need to renegotiate
educational expectations and so, educators must pay attention to emerging strategies and

technologies which are striving to liberate knowledge from the limitations of traditional
educational methodologies.
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Recommendations

The followmg recommendation are made based on this review of multimodal application in
teaching and learning in the classroom:

1. Obsolete curriculum currently being used in all levels of school learning should be replaced
by more current curriculum that reflect the reality of 21* century multimodal engagements.

2. English Language teachers, and indeed all others, should be exposed to and trained on the
use of multimodal learning resources to enable them function effectively in the multimodal

_ classroom. .

3. Learners should be exposed to multimodal learning resources early enough in life to enable
them get used to the resources when they get to school. - )

4. Digital technology should be made available to learners both at home and in the school to
help them cultivate the culture of independent or shared learning. . o

5. Teaches should endeavor to understudy their students to understand their mdmdl’Jal
learning styles to enable selection of appropriate learning resources for different categories
of leamners.
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