
Beyond the Textbook: A Reflection on Multimodal Literacy 

An important site of multimodal communication in my life and, more importantly, in the lives of 
my future students, is the digital learning platform we use in class. Platforms like Google 
Classroom, Canvas, or a collaborative tool like Padlet are far more than just places to post 
assignments; they are dynamic ecosystems of meaning. On a single page, a student might 
encounter a text-based instruction, an embedded YouTube video explaining a concept, an 
interactive quiz with clickable images, and a comment section for peer-to-peer discussion. 
Each of these elements—text, moving images, audio, and spatial design—works together to 
create a cohesive message. The platform itself, with its intuitive interface and visual cues, is 
also a form of communication, guiding the user's behavior and conveying a sense of 
organization and purpose. 

A multimodal analysis of meaning would be incredibly useful for me as a future teacher. 
Instead of just assessing whether a student has "read the instructions," it allows me to analyze 
how they have understood and engaged with the various modes of information. For example, 
if a student struggles with a concept, a multimodal analysis might reveal that they grasped the 
information from the video but misunderstood a key term in the text. This deeper insight helps 
me tailor my teaching to the student's specific learning needs. It also helps me evaluate the 
effectiveness of my own teaching materials. I can analyze whether the different modes of 
communication are working together to support learning or if they are creating unintended 
cognitive load, a concept explored in research by figures like Richard Mayer in his work on 
multimedia learning. 

This approach stands in stark contrast to traditional notions of literacy, which have historically 
been confined to the analysis of written text. Traditional literacy focuses on a student’s ability 
to decode words, comprehend sentences, and construct a coherent essay. While these skills 
are still vital, they are insufficient for navigating the information-rich world our students 
inhabit. Multimodal literacy expands this definition to include the ability to critically analyze 
and create meaning across various modes—text, image, audio, and gesture.1 It acknowledges 
that a student's ability to understand a complex political cartoon or to create an engaging 
video presentation is just as important as their ability to write a research paper. In essence, it 
moves beyond the written word to prepare students for the complex, interconnected 
communication they will encounter in their daily lives and future careers, as argued by 
scholars like Gunther Kress in his seminal work, Literacy in the New Media Age (2003). 
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