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Principles of Multimodality 
First, every mode of communication has unique affordances as 
well as limitations (Kress, 2000, 2003). For example, visuals are 
particularly effective for showing relationships since they are 
spatially organized. Written or spoken language works well in 
building a sequential argument (Kress, 2000, 2003). It follows 
that all texts are partial; there is always something left out or 
minimized (Janks, 2010). In multimodal texts, the various modes 
compensate for each others’ limitations. They also act together to 
expand and intensify meaning, such as a large, bold word set 
against a bright yellow background and enhanced by sound 
(Janks, 2010). As composers, learners need to understand 
the ways modes work in order to make choices that best 
achieve their own purposes (Kress, 2000). Such knowledge 
also equips learners to analyze the effects of their compositional 
choices, as well as the ways that choices that others make affect 
them as readers (Janks, 2010).$

Whiten & Whiten. (2012). Empowering Children as Critics and Composers of 
Multimodal Texts, Talking Points, NCTE.#

addavid@uiwtx.eduAnn D. David, PhD

Multimodal Ensembles 

“…a type of text that combines 
written language, design 
elements, and visual images…
using semiotic resources to 
represent and communicate 
meaning potentials.” (p. 2) 

Curricular Framework 

Sefarini, Reading the Visual, 2014  

Exposure - See 
Exploration - Read and Learn 
Engagement - Make 

Reading Multimodally 

Perceptual: Noticing, 
navigating, and naming. 

Structural: Grammar, 
structures, and conventions. 

Ideological: Analysis of social 
practices and contexts. (p. 43) 

Writing Multimodally 

“…students are required to 
make choices concerning the 
design, production, and 
distribution of their…
multimodal texts.  Students 
need to understand the 
affordances and limitations of 
the modes they select” (p. 94)

BEYOND WORDS 
USING WORDS, IMAGES, AND MORE 

TO MAKE MEANING 
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Incorporating drawing and design into writing#

A Framework for Multimodal Composing#
Shipka (2005), a college composition teacher, shifted her own and 
students’ thinking around writing by moving from writing 
assignments to communicative tasks.  She developed a framework 
that “demands that students both think and act more flexibly as 
they assume responsibility for determining what needs to be 
done along with how it might be possibly achieved.”  This 
“positions them in the thick of things, and in doing so 
foregrounds these complex issues in ways that more prescriptive 
prompts may not” (p. 292).$
Shipka, J. (2005). A multimodal task-based framework.  College Composition and 
Communication, 57(2), 277-306.
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Materiality/Digitally 

Despite what you may read, not 
all multimodal compositions 
happen in digital spaces!  
Multimodal ensembles can be 
“purposefully engineered” out of 
whatever materials are available.  
(Wysocki, 2004, quoted in Shipka, 2005) 

Assessing Multimodal 
Student Compositions 

A key consideration: 

• Balancing of process and 
product 

This balance can be 
accomplished through a rich 
formative assessment 
component, as well a detailed 
reporting of and reflecting on the 
process by the students. 

In reflecting and reporting on the 
process and task, students must 
account for their decisions, 
resulting in increased 
metacognition and the ability to 
transfer their learnings to new 
and novel tasks. 

Resources 

NCTE Position Statement on 
Multimodal Literacies. 

Serafini, F. Reading the Visual. 

Collecting Strategies Revision Strategies

- Draw a life map$

- Illustrate an existing entry$

- Sketch a graphic for 
nonfiction$

- Storyboard

- Draw a scene/paragraph$

- Collage the topic of a 
nonfiction piece$

- Design the piece: font, 
sizing, spacing$

- Draw the structure of the 
writing
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