Why and how is the nature of literacy and communication changing?
Traditionally, literacy has been understood as learning to read and write alphabetic text. However, in contemporary society, communication is increasingly digital and multimodal. The majority of texts our students access, for example, YouTube videos, social media posts, and website articles, are no longer word on page but include various modes of communication such as videos, images, and audio. It is essential to acknowledge that present-day communication is much more than writing and speech, and that literacy is much more than language. For our students to master today’s textual world, they 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 contemporary communication.
[image: Figure 1 The Five Modes of Communication: a circle split into 5 sections titled linguistic, visual, aural, gestural, spatial.]Figure 1: The Five Modes of Communication
What is a mode?
A mode is a means of communicating. Each mode serves different purposes and works in different ways. It is essential for our students to be aware of the different modes used in communication to fully understand the meanings that are being conveyed.
There are five modes of communication: linguistic; aural; visual, gestural; and spatial, as illustrated in Figure 1.
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, and grammar.
Visual mode
The visual mode focuses on the meaning of what can be seen by the viewer. This includes images, signs, symbols, and videos. It also includes aspects of visual design such as colour, layout, font type and size.
Aural mode
The aural mode focuses on the meaning of what can be heard by the listener. This includes voice, ambient noise, music, and silence.
Gestural mode
The gestural mode focuses on the meaning of communication through movement. This includes facial expressions, body language, hand gestures, 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 proximity between people/objects.
What is a multimodal text?
When a text contains more than one of these modes it is multimodal. Multimodal texts can be both paper-based or digital in nature. Paper-based multimodal texts include picture books, graphic novels, and comics. Digital multimodal texts, such as videos, vlogs, and websites. Table 1 shows the mode/s present in a number of different texts.
[image: A table showing examples for different modes: Linguistic and visual: Reading a graphic novel or an infographic Visual: Looking at a painting or a photograph Linguistic, visual, and aural: Watching and listening to a film or video Linguistic and aural: Listening to a podcast or a radio show Linguistic, visual, aural, and spatial: Watching and listening to a short film or video, and reading subtitles and captions.]
Table 1. Texts and Modes
What is multimodality?
Multimodality refers to the use of more than one mode of communication in a text to create meaning. The concept of multimodality describes how each mode contributes to the overall meaning of a multimodal text. In present-day communication, most texts our students encounter are multimodal texts that combine alphabetic text, images, and other modes. As contemporary communication is increasingly digital and multimodal, how meaning is made across different modes has become increasingly important.
What is multimodal literacy?
Multimodal literacy refers to the ability to comprehend and respond to multimodal texts and to create multimodal texts. Responding to the ever-changing contemporary communication environment, many education systems around the world have reformed 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 to include meaning-making across different modes of communication in multimodal texts. The term multimodal literacy brings viewing and representing together in a single concept.
What is viewing?
Viewing refers to the active process of understanding and responding to multimodal texts. At the basic level, viewing involves students noticing the different modes of communication used in the multimodal text and responding to them on an emotional level. At the higher level, viewing involves students 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 students communicating information and ideas through the creation of multimodal texts. Typical examples of paper-based multimodal texts we can ask our students to create include posters, comic strips, and, storyboards. Typical examples of digital multimodal texts we can encourage our students to create include videos, slide presentations, and memes. The productive skills of writing and speaking are linked with representing.
Why is multimodal literacy important in ELT?
As contemporary communication is increasingly multimodal, we need to rethink the concept of communicative competence in ELT. Although our main focus as English language teachers should be on language, we also need to be able to help students develop their multimodal communicative competence. We need to help students appreciate and understand how images and other modes in multimodal texts interact with spoken and written language. The vast majority of texts – YouTube videos, websites, blogs, social media sites –  our students are accessing outside the classroom are multimodal texts and we should give our students opportunities to critically view these types of texts in the classroom. We can help students explore how these different modes used in these texts interact to create a communicative act. The development of multimodal literacy prepares our students to be effective communicators. Would you agree with this? What type of multimodal texts do you use in your classrooms? How do you use multimodal texts with your students?
If you want to learn more about multimodal literacy and how to implement it in your classroom, you can download our position papers.

image1.png
Linguistic ~ Visual

Spatial




image2.png
Modes

and visual

=2
<

Examples | Readinga
graphic novel or
an infographic

Visual

<

Looking ata
painting or a
photograph

Linguistic,
visual, and
aural

=2
<

9

Watching and
listening to a
film or video

Linguistic
and aural

2
P

Listening to a
podcast or a
radio show

visual, aural,
and spatial

2

ing to
a short film
or video, and

reading subitles

and captions

Table 1. Texts and modes.




