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I have been involved in the study of multimodality for some 25 years
now and though never directly working in education or language

teaching, I have always worked closely with colleagues who are. I write
this afterword from that position, half in, half out. I am grateful to
the editors for inviting me, and deeply interested in the work
reported here, but I also worry whether my reflections will be relevant
to authors whose research is so closely interwoven with their (and oth-
ers’) practice as educators, and to readers who are so much closer to
the coalface than I am.

The articles in this special issue certainly show, as if that were still
needed, just how much impact multimodality has had on educa-
tional theory and practice. Yet many issues remain. Should we see
multimodality as something in which students are already literate, or
is there a role for educators in developing multimodal literacies
beyond the media and entertainment literacies with which they are
already familiar? If so, in which directions, and why? Do we perhaps
at times love our students’ multimodal productions too much?
Should we take them more seriously, approach them more critically,
for the students’ sake? Have we achieved the right balance between
educating for the sake of cultural and social values (e.g., the decolon-
ized education discussed by Cummins, Hu, Markus, and Montero,
2015, in this issue), and educating to provide access to the skills we
need to get by in a society which in many ways falls short of living
up to those values? Such are (some of) the questions that the arti-
cles in this issue raise for me.

I will not suggest I can answer them, merely pose them as questions.
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MULTIMODALITY AND THE SCHOOL

Historically, the contemporary rise of multimodality was fueled, not in
the first place by digital technologies, but by the rise of corporate power.
In hindsight, we can now see more clearly that advertising pioneered the
informalization of public language and the multimodality of public com-
munication. As Fairclough has said, in his classic account of the market-
ization of discourse (1993, p. 141), “the genre of consumer advertising has
been colonizing professional and public service orders of discourse on a
massive scale, generating many new hybrid, partly promotional genres”
and synthetic personalization has fostered the “simulation in institutional
settings of the person-to-person communication of ordinary conversa-
tion.” All this has created a more colorful and more playful world, a
world in which the local cultures and youth cultures that had always con-
tinued to exist could move into the foreground as a source of inspiration
for artists and designers, with global impact. But it has also created a
world in which the semiotic agenda is set by the needs and interests of
global corporations. PowerPoint, for instance, was created originally as a
tool for Bell Laboratory research to succinctly and effectively pitch their
projects to management when applying for funding. Today it is ubiqui-
tous in education, as it is in many other contexts. Has Microsoft sought
to adapt it to the needs of education? No, education has to adapt itself to
its needs, with consequences that continue to be a subject of debate (cf.
Tufte, 2006), but have not informed any new versions of the software.

For schools and universities this is a dilemma. By nature, schools and
universities, as they developed in the 19th century, belong to another,
more formal, less multimodal age. The question is, are they being colo-
nized by the corporate interests that pervade the media and the Internet?
Should they perhaps do the kind of things the media and the entertain-
ment (and “edutainment”) industries do not do? Can that still be done?
It is a dilemma which forces many of us into precarious balancing acts.
We may for instance (Hafner, 2015, this issue) teach traditional modes
of scientific inquiry, yet encourage students to recontextualize them as
media genres. This undoubtedly engages them, and undoubtedly fosters
initiative, personal engagement, and teamwork, values which are highly
prized in today’s corporate culture. But it does not teach them the visual
literacies of science itself (Van Leeuwen and Humphrey [1996] was a
sketch of the visual literacy of the school subject geography).

The literature on multimodality in education, including some of the
articles in this issue, often encourages the recognition of “out-of-school”
experience. It is a good strategy, not only in education. Common
ground must be established before new territory can be entered. Never-
theless, what children can learn themselves, out of school, informally,
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need not be taught in school. If it is, it will inevitably be recontextual-
ized, and hence transformed (Van Leeuwen, 2008), and we should then
better reflect what that transformation will entail. If schools and universi-
ties are to contribute something meaningful to the lives of their stu-
dents, it will have to be something that is not already available
elsewhere. If the trend towards autonomous learning is taken to its
extreme, there is no more need for schools and universities, other than
as buildings where people can gather and where resources can be made
available that are produced and packaged elsewhere. But we do not
need to create such a radical opposition between teaching and learning.
As shown in Toohey et al. (2015, this issue), self-directed “studio” learn-
ing can combine with instruction or advice from teachers or other
adults, and will be valued by students, provided it is good advice, pro-
vided it helps them along in a task they wish to do well in. This requires
a serious approach to what students produce. In the first version of our
book Reading Images, Gunther Kress and I (1990, p. 2) wrote that teach-
ers evaluate multimodal work differently from writing. “It is not ‘cor-
rected’,” we wrote, “or subjected to detailed criticism (‘this needs more
work,’ ‘not clear,’ ‘poor expression,’ and so on) but seen as self-expres-
sion, as something that children can already do, spontaneously, rather
than as something they have to be taught.” Students of all ages deserve
better. Their work deserves to be treated seriously, and to be taught by
teachers who have the knowledge in-house to do so. When I was 11 years
old, I wrote music. It was praised by my music teacher and coo-ed over
by my parent. If I now look at it, I can see exactly what I was trying to do
(but not entirely succeeding), namely reproducing, in my own way, the
sonata form with its two contrasting themes. My teacher clearly knew this
and could have shown me. I wish he had. I would have soaked it up.

MULTIMODALITY AND LANGUAGE

When I studied linguistics in the 1970s and 1980s, the special status of
language amongst other semiotic modes was not in question. Only lan-
guage, I was told, is capable of metalanguage, language to talk about lan-
guage. Only language can make assertions. Only language allows generic
reference. And so on. Today, it has become common in themultimodality
literature to view language as just onemodeof communicationamongoth-
ers, often withoutmuch argument, inmanifestomode, so to speak. In vari-
ous publications I, too, have argued against the special status of language
(e.g., VanLeeuwen, 2000). But perhaps it is time to reopen thedebate.

In the silent films of the early 20th century, the semantic links
between shots in films were signaled by intertitles: That night, Came the
dawn, Meanwhile, and so on. Without these it was difficult for audiences
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to understand the new language of film editing, as recounted, for
instance, in a biography of the film pioneer D.W. Griffith written by his
wife (Arvidson Griffith, 1925, p. 23). Eventually the language of film
editing could be understood without linguistic scaffolding—although
Tseng (2013), in her account of cross-modal tracking, shows how often,
even in contemporary films, characters and locations are verbally intro-
duced, whether in the dialogue, through signs, or through titles. To
which degree is language a necessary entry to understanding visual
communication or communication in other modes? And to which
degree can we fully understand other modes without language?

Newfield and d’Abdon (2015, this issue) describe the opposite tra-
jectory—reopening an interest in language via the detour of multimo-
dality. Once we have encountered embodied language, language in
the concrete forms in which we actually encounter it as speech and
writing, and in context, once we have experienced the intimate con-
nections between speech, voice, and body action, and between writ-
ing and the forms, colors, and textures of printed words, we can
perhaps look anew at the power of words to evoke images and
concepts, even on their own, as beautifully voiced in a poem by one
a student of one of the article’s authors: “I carve each alphabetical
soul in its position . . . that’s how paper and I talked.”

The English language has become a global language. This has
resulted in new varieties of English, and new ways of mixing English
with other languages, as described in several contributions to this issue.
At the same time, increasing homogeneities can be observed, for
instance in practices such as news writing (and “information”-oriented
writing generally), embodying dominant conceptions of what informa-
tion is, and safeguarded, even as national standards relax in many coun-
tries, by house styles, copy editors, and so on. Such styles are powerful
and can create conflicts of interest between a desire for local identity
and local tradition and a desire to get on and count in the global econ-
omy and the global culture, as Machin and I have described in relation
to the English used by Vietnamese journalists working in an English-lan-
guage newspaper (Machin & Van Leeuwen, 2008). But just as different
literacies can be integrated in the life of individual people, used for dif-
ferent purposes, and in different contexts, so can they in education.

The same applies also to multimodality, perhaps even more so.
Machin and I, in a study of the global women’s magazine Cosmopolitan
and other global media (Machin & Van Leeuwen, 2008) found that,
while multinational publications may localize language, images (and
visual style generally) tend to be global, and it is to quite some degree
the visual which communicates branding and the values that go with
it. This is not a new phenomenon. The early propagandists of the
Soviet revolution preferred posters and (silent) films, as they believed
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the visual to work as a kind of psychological effect and therefore to be
universally understandable in a linguistically divided world. Today,
design traditions that originated in the early 20th century inform art
and design schools across the globe, and while designers may be
inspired by local styles, these are then recontextualized for global dis-
semination. Media studies has focused on local interpretations of glo-
bal media. Multimodality studies should perhaps pay more attention
to multimodal bilingualism (or multilingualism). Thus far, not much
progress has been made with this, although educationalists, for
instance in South Africa, have pushed ahead regardless.

MULTIMODALITY AND PRACTICE

One of the gains of the introduction of multimodality in education,
very much evident in the contributions to this issue, is the emphasis
on practice, inspired for instance by theories of orality, by theories
such as those of Latour (2005) which stress the interrelation between
people and objects in the process of learning, and of cognizing gener-
ally, and by the work of Kress and Jewitt (e.g., Kress et al., 2004) which
for instance integrates the arrangements of classrooms into accounts
of teaching and learning school subjects such as English.

From the perspective of a theory of practice, texts are resources,
objects used in specific ways in practices, sometimes playing a relatively
marginal role, sometimes a fundamental one. We see this, for instance,
in the way in which Kiki, one of the children in “That Sounds So Cooool”
(Toohey et al., 2015, this issue) uses a storyboard in the practice of pro-
ducing a video jointly with other children. The article itself then trans-
forms this practice into a text—into what I call an oracular text, a text used
as a source of truth in the context of a particular interpretive practice.

The history of reading practices shows how texts are differently
inserted into practices in different times, and in different cultural con-
texts. What we are witnessing today is the gradual disappearance, in
many contexts, of solitary reading, a skill that was acquired with great
difficulty in the late Middle Ages, and is now replaced, in many contexts,
by joint reading practices which require negotiation rather than individ-
ual interpretation. The situation is complicated by the fact that in educa-
tion (in contrast to many other contemporary institutions) the testing of
individual abilities continues to be the ultimate goal and outcome. In
addition, the new reading practices focus on texts as resources to be
used in projects for which they may not have been designed, rather than
on listening to what the maker of the text might have intended, which
has long been regarded as a hallmark of good scholarship in the human-
ities, and as a hallmark of good performance in classical music. This
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entails, to use Kress’s term, both gains and losses. We can ask: To what
degree should educational institutions both preserve and innovate
learning practices and forms of knowledge, and ensure that knowledge
is not lost, as has been so often the case in history?

One of the articles in this issue shows the new reading in action, deal-
ing with a classroom in which a relatively new technology, the electronic
whiteboard, is used as a tool in what is described as traditional whole-
class subject-based teaching. The authors conclude that it is not the tech-
nology, but local conditions which determine how the technology is
used. I would not disagree with them, but the question can still be asked
to which degree the medium is also the message here. Books are read
individually, but here the book, projected on the whiteboard, is read col-
lectively, and the pages are no longer material objects, but projections
which physically disappear as soon as a page is turned, which would not
be the case if the children had copies of the book in front of them.
Before the rise of PowerPoint, I used to bring handouts to lectures and
conference talks. These could be taken home. Examples could be stud-
ied at leisure. Annotations and comments could be made. The problem
of anything more intricate than 6 words per line becoming unreadable
did not exist. And again, there are gains and losses, the greatest gain
being the creation of community, the rhythm that can come into being
when classroom interaction really works. Long may it last.

CONCLUSIONS

From the articles in this issue, and from these few reflections, we
can distil some directions for the study of multimodality and some
questions for the practice of education. Starting with the directions:

• Where before we tried to understand multimodality on the basis
of what we knew, or thought we knew, about language, we can
now turn the tables and use what we have learned from studying
multimodality to find new ways of talking about language(s),
and new ways of enthusing students to study it, practice it, and
love it, as shown by Prinsloo and Sasman (2015, in this issue).

• Having acquired a sense of the resources that underlie the
increasingly global practices of multimodal communication, we
should now turn our attention to local practices, the knowledges
and values they embody, and the way they intermesh with global
practices, as suggested by Cummins, Hu, Markus, and Montero
and by Prinsloo and Sasman, 2015, in this issue.

• Having studied modes in general, we should now turn our
attention to the specific visual literacies of school subjects and
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domains of institutional practice, and seek to ensure that these
form part of teacher education at a high level.

• Having introduced multimodality into the school curriculum,
we should now develop assessment criteria that will help stu-
dents as well as educators to understand what level of multi-
modal literacy has been achieved.

And here are some questions:

• To which degree and how can we use multimodality to educate
students for critical awareness and appreciation of key cultural
and social issues, as well as for access to the specific skills needed
to get by in the contemporary workplace and in society generally?

• Whatmultimodal skills that areof value to students can schools (and
universities) provide that students do not already have access to?

• How can educational institutions be enabled to preserve as well
as innovate skills, knowledge, and forms of creative practice?

Such questions are not easy to answer, especially in the light of the
harsh realities of many contemporary classrooms, but if we are to con-
tinue to believe in education, and in the possibility of ways forward,
they need to be asked and debated.
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