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Abstract. This paper aims to review the concepts of literacy,
multiliteracies, and multimodality in educational settings and their
relevance in classroom practice. Literacy has emerged in recent years as
an essential concept in the classroom teaching and learning process. With
literacy views beyond the conventional print medium, it is important for
teachers, educators, and learners to be given a new understanding of
multiliteracies pedagogies. This paper also reflects on the development of
multiliteracies paradigms. Specifically, it discusses the relevance and
potentials of multimodal teaching and learning in dealing with the
multiliteracies school learners bring into the classrooms including digital
literacies and online literacies. This paper adopted a systematic literature
review approach exploring issues and trends related to multiliteracies in
the classroom context. The findings indicate that past studies often
consider both the multimodality of meaning-making and meaning-
recreating as well as different multiliteracies skills learners bring to the
classroom. The review presented here addresses multiliteracies pedagogy
in classroom teaching that benefits teachers, educators, and learners.
Recommendations are made for future multiliteracies studies to
strengthen the pedagogical practices in the emerging digital classroom.

Keywords: multiliteracies; classroom pedagogy; multimodal; meaning-
making; meaning-creating

1. Introduction

Over the past two decades, a revolutionary evolution in digital and interactive
technology has taken place at an unprecedented pace - from emails, podcasts to
iPhones and iPads. The avalanches of information generated by this development
have radically turned the whole environment of human communication into a
modern digital world of communication refined by technology (Whyte & Schmid,
2019). The effect of this influx of new knowledge on our lives is real and too great
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to be ignored. Following an era of modern information technology, where new
technologies pervade every aspect of communication and literacy, written
language can no longer claim communicative sovereignty but is only as one of
many ways of communicating (Zhang et al., 2019). The abundant multimodal
ways to create meaning, where the written word is increasingly part of the
auditory, visual, gestural, and spatial context of meaning patterns, make us
understand the multiliteracy and multimodality values that are mobilised and
circulated across the educational and communicational landscapes (Cope &
Kalantzis, 2015). In the age of digitisation, this pattern is much more prevalent
where the dominance of monomodality has begun to reverse (Cloonan, 2015; Lim,
2021), making space for multimodality in representing meaning. As such,
learning can no longer be regarded as a mechanism that merely depends on
written words. The main objective of this paper is to discuss the concepts of
literacy, multiliteracies, and multimodality in educational settings and their
relevance in classroom practice. Also, it intends to address the pedagogical
considerations and innovations adopted by teachers and learners in the current
contexts.

2. Literature Review

The New London Group (NLG) (1996) called for a greater vision for literacy
training to respond to the mass migration and proliferation of modern
communications technology. The group argued that educational literacy
pedagogy should embody the growing linguistic and cultural diversities of
today's globalised world and reflect the new ways of textual interaction that have
emerged due to new information and multimedia technologies. NLG has
suggested the term multiliteracies to adequately capture the diversities of media,
discourses, and languages. The revolutionary strategy of multiliteracies aims to
reshape young people’s social futures through diversity boundaries. Specifically,
multiliteracies is a new fundamental way of literacy learning in a world
characterised by social diversity and multimodal communication (Cope &
Kalantzis, 2015; Lim, 2021). The gist of the multiliteracies approach promotes the
increasingly multimodal ways of making meaning and comprehending the fast-
changing world, particularly the so-called digital world. Thus, the term
multimodality has appeared in response to the changing social environment with
regard to the increasingly popular digital world. The basic idea about
multimodality is that the interpretation of meaning is rendered through
configurations of image, motion, gaze, body position, sound, language, music,
voice, etc. (Cloonan, 2015). From a multimodal point of view, the gesture, image,
and other elements are referred to as modes, as organised sets of semiotic tools for
meaning-making (Cope & Kalantzis, 2015; Lim, 2021). The semiotic resources are
the students” understandings and interpretations of sets of signs or symbols in
order to make a text meaning. Specifically, there are five types of semiotic
resources: linguistic, auditory, visual, spatial, and gestural (Cope & Kalantzis,
2015; Neville, 2015).

The digital and online literacies often involve the representation of socially and

culturally constructed self. This inherent desire to perform self among learners
can be capitalised on by teachers to help them shape and design their social
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futures (Cope & Kalantzis, 2015). The metalanguage tool kit available in
multiliteracies provides these young learners with a range of functional
grammars as representational resources to create different selves they wish to
portray online socially and academically. The critical framing allows students to
gain personal and analytical distance (Cope & Kalantzis, 2015) to interpret the
social context and purpose of meanings in multimodal texts.

Employing the multiliteracies framework may develop a more critical
construction of self. Cope and Kalantzis (2015) proposed four elements in the
multiliteracies pedagogy: situated practice, overt instruction, critical framing,
and transformed practice. Adolescents come with some fairly basic digital and
online literacies, such as constructing and sending emails, text messages, and
online chats (Situated Practice). An introduction to explicit metalanguages can
be done by the teachers, explaining to students about the proper choices of words,
images, sound clips, font type/size/colour for online academic discussion and
casual online chat (Overt Instruction). Therefore, students can select the proper
linguistic and metalanguages for their presentation of self to other virtual
community members in school (Critical Framing). At the final stage, students
synchronise the available knowledge and tools and transmit the transformed
meaning manifested in the constructed virtual self into cyberspace (Transformed
Practice).

Previously, linguistic semiotic resources dominated literacy pedagogy when
texts were either spoken or written. Nevertheless, as digital literacies rapidly
impinge on our present working, public, and personal lives, all tect forms are
increasingly multimodal. In educational settings, multimodal teaching and
learning has gained more attention in the past two decades following the seminal
publication of the NLG. Multimodality and multiliteracies initiatives are seen
fostering classroom teaching practices that address student expectations for
existing teaching and learning trends that contribute to their social interaction.
Seemingly, the aim of multiliteracies pedagogic is to address the multimodal
texts and various literary practices in which young people are engaged. In short,
the concept of multiliteracies attempts to address both the definition of literacy
and the implications of the practices needed for the many and diverse contexts of
21st-century life.

Broadly, multiliteracies involve various forms of learning. Multiliteracies
pedagogy extends the teaching and learning process by incorporating what is
new in the existing environment. Thus, it is essential for educators to have
multimodal learning experiences for students. Multimodal learning facilitates the
use of modern media and modes developed to take advantage of different
multimedia and device technology (Abrams, 2015; Nabhan, 2019; Serafini & Gee,
2017; Butler, 2019). These media and technology may be applied alongside
conventional lectures and classes, tutorials, and textbooks to include alternative
learning opportunities with different learning goals. Multimodal classroom
learning allows educators to include various approaches for diverse learners in
different learning environments (Whyte & Schmid, 2019). The multimodal
literacies principle promotes the use of independent learning materials to make
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learning flexible to cater to the needs and objectives of individual learner. Various
resources such as computer-based and printed teaching and learning materials
should be available to enable teachers as well as students to teach and learn
efficiently (Nadzrah, 2007; Tan & Guo, 2010; Kaur, Malini & Sidhu, 2011;
Christiansen, Li & Bailey, 2017; Fariza & Isma, 2018; Nabhan, 2019; Santori &
Smith, 2019). In short, multimodal teaching and learning strives to incorporate
information and multimedia technologies to provide an interactive learning
environment and enable students to comprehend different forms of texts.
Therefore, they can negotiate the way they make meaning concerning their
identities and beliefs about the present and future world.

Young people are facing an era in which literacy practices are profoundly altered.
Their lives are being permeated by electronic and emerging technology. With
access to computers and other digital devices, online communication has played
an important role alongside conventional written and verbal communication in
the younger generations' learning and socialising repertoire. They make a
significant contribution to the prolific development of online technologies,
especially social networking websites like Facebook and Twitter. Online
interaction has become part of their regular communication repertoire with the
world. This transition is both drastic and real in how young people read and write
with words and pictures or images nowadays (Serafini & Gee, 2017; Zhang et al.,
2019). These online literacies motivate young people, such as school learners, to
create and share content with others. Their mastery of these literacies is evident
in the prolific production of digital texts through multiple modes of
representation, including print, visual, and audio.

Digital technologies enable the construction of self by adolescents using words,
images (photos, Avatar, emoticons), sounds (music or sound clips), and other
modes of expression. The tendency of this literacy to be manifested in the
adolescents” classroom literacy practices warrants the teachers’ considerations
and attention. The strong identification of young people with the new media,
genres, and literacies generated are shaping their future, regardless of the possible
resistance from the current older generation of print-oriented educators. This
illuminates a pressing need to address and develop the literacies of adolescents to
prepare them for the new dimensions of learning and communication in the
online and digital world.

Besides, younger learners are recreating, modifying, and sharing the multimodal
content by using new digital tools available online and offline. Thus, they define
and make meaning from the multiple forms of texts to speak up their social
identities and beliefs about the world. The multiple editable forms of text available
online often provide various text entry points and pathways for young people,
allowing them to remake texts and recreate meaning (Zhang et al., 2019). For
instance, with various online semiotic resources and information seeking skills,
creative and innovative adolescents can perform multimodal configurations,
compositions, and combinations of music, voices, photographs, video clips, and
written texts to produce a new form of online resources, such as the digital novel,
digital comic book or any other genre. Besides, modern interactive technologies
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used to work with diverse forms of communication are changing how young
people construct meaningful texts for themselves and those in their fields of
affinity. For example, young learners with internet access are using various
editing tools and other different design components (various semiotic resources)
to produce digital games in a range of complexities (Butler, 2015, 2019).

In addition, videogames or computer games, a predilection among young learners
are seen as the ideal vehicle to reach them, to see what and how they perceive the
world. Game playing is becoming a new literate practice among young adolescents.
Young people tend to spend time playing complicated games outside of classes.
It is worth pointing out that from the educational perspective, the desire to use
motivational power to inspire young learners to learn is the key driver of interest
in digital learning games (Williams, 2017; Butler, 2019). Besides inspiring
motivation, games are often considered highly useful to learn functional skills,
increase perceptions, encourage and develop skills in problem-solving, strategic
evaluation, media, and resources (Boyle et al., 2016; Butler, 2019; Tan & Tan, 2020).
Of all the games available, simulators are seen as the game mode that carries
enormous educational potential.

One cannot deny that the multimodal literacies brought into the classrooms by
adolescents are mostly digital and online literacies, with some fundamental print
literacies. The mode of communication has vastly changed. The days of pencil-
and-paper are fast being replaced by keyboard and touch screen. New
technologies have provided a place to create new modes of communication, new
ways to perceive, talk, and think about the world. Besides that, young people have
also turned the sequential reading of the written word into non-linear and
discontinuous digital text browsers (Mills, 2015). The familiarity with
instantaneous access to and dissemination of digital texts in the cyberspace and
digital world also shapes their literacy practices which are naturally brought into
the classroom environment. All these bear a significant impact on the students'
literacy expectations and the teachers’” pedagogical innovations. The adolescents’
multiliteracies outlined above could be acquired or learned through regular
online practices and interactions. These interactions play a significant role in
shaping the mindset of young people and, to a more considerable extent, influence
their interaction with and production of multiple forms of texts, including pace
and mode; and their identity construction and representation.

3. Methodology

In order to obtain an overview of the implementation of multiliteracies in the
classroom, we undertook a systematic literature review in this research.
Systematic review contributes to the body of knowledge and provides a solid
basis for the advancement of knowledge in the field. It addresses questions that
are difficult to address using quantitative methods or isolated qualitative research
results (Finfgeld-Connett, 2014; Hainey et al., 2016). In addition to the systematic
literature review, this paper adopted the principle of qualitative content analysis
that is more flexible compared to the purely qualitative analysis method. The
results were reported in the form of descriptive analyses. In this paper, the current
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trends and critical aspects in multiliteracies classrooms were reported and
discussed.

The data in this research included previous studies concentrating on
multiliteracies and multimodal learning in the classroom. The data were retrieved
using Academic Search Complete and ERIC search engines as they are important
education research databases. The string used included multiliterac* OR
multimodal literac* OR multimodal learning. Multimodal literacy was recognised
as a keyword as it is often used with multiliteracies synonymously. The search for
articles targeted publications from 2015 to 2020 and yielded 105 articles. These
articles were carefully read and reviewed to understand the current trends and
critical aspects in multiliteracies classroom.

4. Results

The review shows that the digital explosion and the penetration of multimedia
into the realm of school and education compel changes- changing literacies,
changing mindsets, and changing pedagogies. Every change comes with initial
resistance and challenges. This is more apparent when it comes to incorporating
technology into the long-established tradition of education, especially when the
proliferation of technologies dramatically outpaces the development in education
(Hainey et al., 2016; Fariza & Isma, 2018; Warner & Depuy, 2018).

The implementation of the multiliteracies approach has not always been without
a glitch. While some teachers enthusiastically move towards digitising teaching
and learning, some are still nostalgic about the traditional print-based literacy.
Researchers (e.g., Pishol & Kaur, 2015; Chandler, 2017; Santori & Smith, 2018;
Zhang et al., 2019; Liang & Lim, 2020) commented that this is the most challenging
time for literacy pedagogy where teachers struggle against the transitional
contradictions between the advance of modern digital literacy and the retrograde
influence of traditional literacy. The perpetuation of the singular and monomodal
notion of literacy by teachers will constantly be at odds with the multimodal
literacies embraced by adolescents today. Accustomed to the multiple forms and
modes of communication literacy practices on the screen, they can no longer be
motivated solely by reading and writing on the page. This will have serious
implications for literacy education in the classroom.

Also, challenges remain in incorporating multiliteracies practice into classroom
teaching as the theoretical concept of multiliteracies is complex, and there seems
to have a fuzzy area with regard to it being a pedagogical approach or a set of
communication abilities (Palso & Ruokano, 2015; Alagu & Thanuskodi, 2019;
Zhang et al., 2019). It, therefore, challenges the educators, especially teachers, in
understanding the employment of the multiliteracies approach in classroom
teaching.

The legitimisation of young people’s digital and online literacies in mainstream
education is not as easy as thought. While the potentials and capacity of
adolescents” online literacies are honoured in the social space, their relevance for
classroom practice is yet to be affirmed. Scholars observe students” expertise in

©2020 The authors and I[LTER.ORG. All rights reserved.



47

creating online content and constructing social identities, while positively
regarded by teachers, only receives “scant attention” in daily classroom practices
(Mirra et al., 2018). This shows that some teachers need to change their
pedagogical approaches to consider the advancement in technologies that
fascinate the adolescents (Yunus, 2018; Mohd et al., 2020).

Confronted by the changing literacy needs in the multimedia environment, the
changing lifeworlds of the learners, and the changing dimensions of school
literacies when technologies are becoming part of classroom teaching and
learning (Scherer, Siddiq & Tondeur, 2019), teachers are facing greater challenges
than never before in selecting and designing a pedagogy that can engage students
in meaningful literacy practices in the sphere of technological learning.
Researchers have urged teachers to adopt gamified learning that could interest
both the teachers and learners. For instance, Mohd et al. (2020) suggested that
language teachers incorporate gamified learning to help learners achieve better
learning experiences. The concept of gamification was introduced by Pelling (2011)
which was followed by many interactive applications such as Kahoot!, Quizzes,
Plickers, Quizlet, and Socrative have been beneficial for school learners as
learning through a fun environment enhances the retention of the lessons taught
in the classroom. Researchers (Bullard & Anderson, 2014, Poondej &
Lerdpornkulrat, 2016; Wichadee & Pattanapichet, 2018; Mullins & Sabherwal,
2018; Saienko & Shevchenko, 2020) agreed that online language games are
effective in improving learners’ language skills. In this regard, Kahoot!, for
instance, has the potential to elevate the enthusiasm of learners to learn the
language in the classroom. Undoubtedly, game-based learning is emerging as a
new multimodal resource that can facilitate teachers in motivating their students
to learn actively. Nowadays, this game-based learning also recognises the game-
based literacy skills possessed by most adolescents.

5. Discussion

The review presented demonstrates the reality that trends and changes in the
development of multiliteracies pedagogy proposed by New London Group (2000)
are a continuum that integrates with the latest technologies available to both the
educators and learners. However, beyond integrating with the technologies and
multimodality, multiliteracies pedagogy needs to encompass various range of
learners’ social, linguistic, cultural, racial, and gendered identities in the
classroom (Farashaiyan & Tan, 2012; Boyd & Brock, 2014; Zhang et al. 2019). To
achieve this, teachers are required to engage with the literate practices that young
people bring with them to classrooms (Philip et al, 2019). This involves
understanding and appreciating young learners as meaning creators, the texts
they create as meaning designs, and the process of making meanings with which
young people are connected (Mirra et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2019). These will offer
insights into the kinds of resources young learners are able to use. Thus, teachers
need to consider how to design pedagogic activities that can engage adolescents
in higher levels of thinking about the nature of multimodal texts. To achieve this
pedagogic goal, teachers will have to become more insightful about multimodal
learning by looking at literacy in a new light. The idea of engaging in isolated text
no longer applies to today’s learners as they are exposed to more fluid forms of
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information and knowledge transfer (Lim & Tan, 2018; Mirra et al., 2018; Liang &
Lim, 2020). Thus, teachers must realise that they need to engage with multimodal
literacies as young adolescents do. In other words, teachers will have to improve
their multimodal literacies concerning digital literacy knowledge before
educating students about the subject matter.

To cope with the fast-changing trends in implementing multiliteracies pedagogy
in the classroom, Mirra et al. (2018) proposed that educators and learners accept
the critical multiliteracies theory that incorporates four ways of digital interaction.
This includes critical digital consumption, critical digital production, critical
distribution, and critical digital invention. Mirra et al. (2018) argued that the
classroom pedagogy needs a radical revamping that requires an understanding of
the notion of criticality by both teachers and learners. Specifically, the criticality in
media literacies is the extension of the long-existing multiliteracies pedagogy
proposed by the New London Group (2000). The critical digital consumption
element suggested that learners do not only enjoy the multimodal learning
resources available, but they also need to learn and produce digital multimedia
contents to be globally competitive. To achieve this, learners need to understand,
use, and deconstruct the tropes of the existing multimodal resources presented to
them. This is achievable if both teachers and learners are exposed to the existing
critical traditions and theories in the relevant education field. The exposure is
essential to allow them to analyse the multimodal content critically.

Another critical multiliteracies pedagogy involves the practice of critical digital
production (Mirra et al.,, 2018). To do so, learners require access to new
technologies and resources to create multimedia materials, including textual,
visual, and audio content such as short videos. Such trend is emerging as
adolescents are using mobile applications such as Tik Tok to make short videos
that can be shared online with other netizens (Lim, 2021). As such, teachers who
advocate print literacy need to change their existing monomodal classroom
practice by addressing the new and critical multiliteracies skills mastered by their
students in order to achieve better learning outcomes (Unsworth & Mills, 2020).
Besides, teachers who actively move towards digitising teaching and learning
need to motivate and encourage their students to think critically and learn actively
in the classroom by learning to produce multimedia content relevant to the
learning contents with their teacher’s guidance.

The critical distribution sees the need for the learners to use, produce and share
the appropriate multimedia content across different platforms such as Facebook,
blogs, Tik Tok, and other social media sites (Mirra et al., 2018; Santori & Smith,
2018). The fourth element in the critical theory of multiliteracies is the ability to
invent new digital content, for instance, creating new software or mobile
applications (Mirra et al., 2018). This is relatively challenging for many teachers
and learners as it requires knowledge in computer programming. Therefore, the
school should introduce programming lessons to learners in preparing them to be
literate in this regard. The skill to invent new digital applications is critical to
ensuring that new ideas are created to solve the most pressing challenge in today’s
context: the competition faced by learners in both local and global contexts.
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While the systematic review conducted attempted to provide substantial
recapitulation of current issues and trends in multiliteracies classroom teaching
and learning, some limitations need to be highlighted. First, it is possible that the
specific search terms in the title of the publications did not fully cover all possible
contributing research studies, since there are several peer-reviewed publications
in which the title does not include these keywords, but they still appear in the text.
Nevertheless, due to the tremendous work by researchers worldwide in the field
of multiliteracies research, the analysis could not be comprehensive but could
only cover representative academic literature. Second, this review focused on
qualitative descriptive analysis with no particular attention given to the
quantitative presentation of the related review. It is believed that future research
may add a quantitative description to expand the line of review studies in the field
of multiliteracies research.

6. Conclusion

To sum up, the review indicates that past studies often consider both the
multimodality of meaning-making and meaning-recreating and the different
multiliteracies skills learners bring to the classroom. This is in line with what the
New London Group (2000) proposed, that educators and learners need to use the
multimodal learning resources in classroom teaching and learning to address the
multiliteracies skills possessed by learners. Research on classroom multiliteracies
has received considerable attention, and it continues to be expanded in
conjunction with the transformation in the 21st century. The critical theory of
multiliteracies proposed by Mirra et al. (2018) indicates the directions that future
learners should move towards to communicate and compete with one another
locally and globally.

Besides, the review of the related literature indicates that teachers ought to
negotiate multiliteracies across a wide variety of multimodal pedagogical
experiences in the classroom settings as these elements promote positive learning
outcomes. Recognising the effect of multimedia technology on young learners'
everyday lives, there has been a growing interest in how multimodal digital texts
can be used in the educational context. As educators, we need to acknowledge the
proliferation of multimodal ways of teaching and learning in pedagogic contexts
in this 21st century. Thus, teachers and policymakers have to make significant
strides in integrating multimodal digital technologies into the curriculum, and the
most important endeavour is to effectively implement the planned curriculum in
all schools. Besides, teachers must think creatively in fulfilling students’ learning
needs by addressing the multimodal literacies students are engaged with and
consequently aligning their pedagogies with the virtual world and other contexts.
This will enable learners to develop their abilities to make meaning with multiple
forms of texts surrounding them, thus helping them construct the values,
identities, and beliefs about the world.
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