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This action research examined the process of integrating students’ out-of-school 
digital literacy into a second language composition class and the role of social 
mediation in developing learner agency. It involved EFL students with pre-basic 
and basic proficiency (pre-A1 to A1-A2 on the CEFR level) in a Saudi Arabian uni-
versity. Using socially mediated view of literacy and learner agency as a theoreti-
cal framework, this study reveals the complex ways in which the students com-
posed multimodal texts while relying on their agency to utilize the digital tools. 
Data sources include interviews with the students, teacher-researcher reflec-
tions, and the students’ multimodal texts. The data reveal that through three 
distinct bridging practices, the students skillfully navigated through different 
reading sources and digital tools when they composed their multimodal texts 
(technological bridging), thus affording the opportunities for them to express 
themselves authentically (identity bridging) and to engage with the text that they 
composed meaningfully (semiotic bridging). However, there was a trade-off in 
terms of the teacher’s role in facilitating learner agency and linguistic accuracy. 
Focus on content lowered the bar on acceptable grammar mistakes. This insight 
corroborates existing literature on the need for a balanced pedagogical focus on 
content and accuracy in multimodal composition. This study has implications for 
teachers who wish to reimagine EFL composition by connecting it to students’ 
literacy practices, particularly to those with pre-basic and basic proficiency. 
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Introduction

Over the past two decades, there has been a renewed interest in studies of 
second language (L2) composition on how to bridge students’ out-of-school 
digital literacy (Lai et al., 2015; Reinders & Benson, 2017; Sauro & Zourou, 2019; 
Thorne & Reinhardt, 2008) into the classrooms (Elola & Ozkos, 2017; Zheng & 
Warschauer, 2017). Since many of the literacy activities that students do are 
online, studies have recommended L2 composition teachers and curriculum 
developers to incorporate aspects of informal learning to keep writing relevant 
and motivating for students (Godwin-Jones, 2018; Jewitt, 2008). 

In response to this call, multimodal composition activities are slowly gaining 
currency in both ESL and EFL contexts as more and more teachers integrate 
different semiotic modes – be it audio, visual, spatial, and gestural – into their 
writing assignments. These compositions take on different forms, ranging from 
digital storytelling (Lee, 2014), YouTube documentary (Hafner, 2014), webpage 
composition (Shin & Cimasko, 2008), fansubbing (Sauro, 2017), interactive post-
ers, and text-to-speech listening activities for writing revisions (Dzekoe, 2017). 

While these studies suggest how multimodality can be integrated into an 
L2 composition class, the focus has largely been on students who are at inter-
mediate or advanced proficiency levels, allowing relatively rich texts to be 
generated in the composition process. Additionally, most of these studies do 
not foreground the pedagogical constraints of integrating multimodality from 
the perspective of the teacher who scaffolds the composition process; nor do 
they highlight the socially mediated role of learner agency for students with 
lower proficiency. Positioning ourselves as practicing teachers and researchers, 
we aim to fill this gap by investigating the process of multimodal composition 
among students with pre-basic and basic proficiency (pre-A1 to A1-A2 on the 
CEFR level) – or what we refer to as ‘students with developing proficiency’ – 
and the role of the teacher in affording language learning opportunities for 
this group of students. 

Before we move on to our study, we turn to the theoretical and empirical 
literature that informs our conceptualization of out-of-school digital literacy, 
multimodal composition, and learner agency.

Theoretical framework

Social semiotic view of literacy

The end of 1990s marked an increasing awareness among literacy research-
ers and educators of the role of other modes of meaning making in everyday 
life (Cope & Kalantzis, 2015). As digital technologies evolve, people’s interac-
tion with texts has moved rapidly from print-dominated content toward mul-
timodal content, through a combination of linguistic, visual, audio, gestural, 
and spatial modalities (New London Group, 1996). In fact, these ‘post typo-
graphic’ texts are now the hallmark of how people convey and interpret mean-
ing/information in the new media (Lankshear & Knobel, 2013). In the social and 
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cultural studies of literacy that we cite here, this ‘new’ literacy is often called 
multiliteracies.

Outside of school walls, young people (EFL students included) are engaged 
in digitally-mediated activities involving reading/viewing and writing/compos-
ing/designing ‘texts’ all the time (Godwin-Jones, 2018; Lim, 2021). Despite their 
bite-size posts or skimming and scanning words on their social media, stu-
dents are now consuming and producing digital texts more than ever (Gee & 
Hayes, 2011), some even argue even more than any time in history (Potter & 
McDougall, 2017). This digitally-mediated reading and writing activity is what 
we define here as out-of-school digital literacy. 

From a theoretical standpoint, the term multiliteracies does not just denote 
the multiple representations of meaning in digital texts. More importantly, it 
demands a paradigm shift in viewing what it means to be literate in this day 
and age. Moving beyond the strict cognitive view which defines literacy as the 
ability to decode print-based texts, the social semiotic theory views literacy 
as a socially situated practice that is bound up with the particular sociocul-
tural contexts, institution, and social relationships (New London Group, 1996). 
Therefore, the cognitive skills, rhetorical styles, and interpretive strategies 
involved in any act of reading and writing are largely influenced by the pre-
vailing practices in a particular sociocultural group (Lam, 2000). As we explain 
in the findings and discussion section of this study, one of the main educational 
implications for L2 teachers is to bridge all these skills, styles, and strategies 
that students already possess outside of school and bring them in L2 composi-
tion (Lankshear & Knobel, 2013). 

Socioculturally mediated view of learner agency

Around the same time when literacy scholars called for a paradigm shift in lit-
eracy studies, the field of educational psychology also witnessed a social turn 
in learning theories, including the conceptualization of learner agency. Since 
the late 1990s, the theoretical construct of learner agency has shifted from 
the ‘individual capacity to act’ to the ‘socioculturally mediated capacity to act’ 
(Ahearn, 2001; Bandura, 2008). In the context of L2 learning specifically, Mercer 
(2011) and others (see Godwin-Jones, 2019) have highlighted the importance of 
understanding learners’ agentic behavior as intrapersonally mediated (through 
their physical, cognitive, affective, and motivational capacities) as well as inter-
personally mediated (through social interaction and scaffolding). From this 
theoretical perspective, learner participation and action – or the lack thereof 

– is not merely an inherent personal characteristic but are inextricably linked 
to how learning environments – including the technological tools, the task, and 
the classroom interaction – are structured (Mercer, 2012).

The distinction between ‘individual capacity’ and ‘socially-mediated capac-
ity’ is particularly relevant to the student group that we studied because of the 
deficit discourse that is often associated with students with developing pro-
ficiency (Shapiro, 2014). Rather than looking at students with pre-basic and 
basic proficiency as having ‘low proficiency’ or ‘limited English’ who lack the 
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resources and skills to write in the second language, the sociocultural view 
of learner agency shifts the focus to the relational apparatus that can be opti-
mized to further develop their skills – or afford – their capacity to act. As van 
Lier (2000; 2008) and others (Gee & Hayes, 2011; Mercer, 2012) have argued, 
all the contextual factors represent latent potential or affordances which, if 
engineered properly, may help students to make personal sense of their learn-
ing experience. 

Literature review

Bridging out-of-school digital literacy into the classroom

As we alluded to earlier, one of the affordances that have been studied in the 
context of L2 composition is students’ out-of-school digital literacy skills. By 
allowing students to participate in the creative process of composing English 
texts using the digital skills that they already have, teachers can ‘build bridges’ 
to ease students into the parallel world of school-based composition (Zheng & 
Warschauer, 2017). In fact, studies have shown that incorporating some ele-
ments of informal digital composing skills that the students bring with them 
into the classroom can be more motivating and effective (Cole and Vanderplank, 
2016). Using the ‘bridging activities’ framework espoused by Thorne and 
Reinhart (2008), Elola and Oskoz found that the experience and practice that 
L2 learners gain informally from their everyday life – with the affordance 
of schooling – help the meaning making process associated with a particular 
social and cultural practice (i.e., semiotic bridging). Furthermore, such bridg-
ing practices also improve their linguistic awareness (i.e., linguistic bridging). 

Smith et al.’s study (2017) provides another evidentiary support for the 
affordance of bridging practices in L2 classrooms. In a middle school bilin-
gual classroom, students were tasked to complete a presentation about the life 
of a personal hero (i.e., identity bridging) using multimodal representations 
including a recorded interview and a PowerPoint presentation (i.e., technologi-
cal bridging). Aligned with Reinhardt and Thorne’s (2011) three-stage model of 
bridging, students in this study first observed sample multimodal projects, then 
explored different digital technologies and modes for use in their project, and 
further created their own multimodal product using different tools, modes and 
languages. For such bridging practice to be effective, Cho (2017) argues that 
tasks must be authentic and personally motivating, rather than prescribed by 
teachers. In fact, as documented in a quasi-experimental study by Vandommele 
and colleagues (2017), students who were given structured opportunities in the 
classroom to incorporate their out-of-school digital literacy skills into their L2 
writing projects improved their writing skills more significantly than those 
who were in traditional writing classrooms. The authors argue that this is due 
to more autonomy given to students regarding content (i.e., semiotic bridging) 
and mode selection (i.e., technological bridging). In the next section, we discuss 
more linguistic benefits of the bridging practices. 
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Language learning benefits of multimodal composition

In L2 education, the idea of integrating other semiotic modes into a composi-
tion task (i.e., multimodal composition) has been critiqued as sidelining the 
role of language (Jewitt, 2009). Yet as Dzekoe (2017) aptly points out, “far from 
sidelining language, multimodality seeks to highlight how language and other 
modes interact and sustain each other in communication” (p. 74) (see also 
Yeh, 2018). Therefore, when investigating L2 learning in the digital media, one 
needs to look at the totality of the relationship between the learners, the tech-
nology, and other mediating contexts, and how they afford or constrain the 
opportunity for the learners to use the language (Kern, 2006). 

Several linguistic benefits of multimodal composition have been cited. In 
a study by Lee (2014), for instance, advanced Spanish students were tasked to 
create and exchange digital news regarding current events using an interac-
tive multimedia tool called VoiceThread. Over the course of a semester, the 
social interaction afforded by this exchange of news has allowed the students 
to provide feedback on each other’s writing and improve their speaking flu-
ency. Similarly, Shin and Cimasko (2008) reported that ESL students in their 
study were able to convert a traditional argumentative essay into a web-based 
text, while developing the awareness of the semiotic functions of non-textual 
elements such as images, hyperlinks, and spatial arrangements in enhancing 
writing. Other benefits include increased language production (Darrington & 
Dousay, 2015; Ozkoz & Elola, 2016), exploration of personally-relevant identi-
ties (Lemke, 2009), and learner agency (Jiménez-Caicedo et al., 2014). As we 
discuss in the results of this study, the last three benefits cited here are also 
relevant to students with developing proficiency. 

Research questions

Informed by the theoretical and empirical literature above, we asked the fol-
lowing research questions (RQs):

1.	 How do teachers bridge out-of-school digital literacy through multi-
modal composition tasks for students with developing proficiency?

2.	 What are the constraints of implementing multimodal composition 
for this group of students, and how does social mediation afford the 
opportunity to address these constraints?

Methods

Research design

We used action research as our methodology because we intended to provide 
practical solutions to the unique challenges that L2 students with lower pro-
ficiency pose when it comes to multimodal composition. Action research has 
gained popularity in the field of applied linguistics and language teaching and 
is now considered as a legitimate research-based inquiry (Edwards & Burns, 
2016; Sato & Chen, 2019). As the term entails, the teacher (or practitioner) 
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is engaged in both the ‘action’ of teaching and the systematic inquiry (i.e., 
‘research’) and critical reflection of their teaching (Barrs, 2012; Burns, 2011). 
By identifying a particular educational problem in a localized context (i.e., the 
classroom), the teacher-researcher finds solutions to what is not working and 
brings changes to the immediate environment affecting the stakeholders (i.e., 
the students) (Creswell, 2012; Sato & Chen, 2019). 

Positioning ourselves at the intersection of practitioner and academic com-
munities, not only were we interested in answering the call to incorporate mul-
timodal composition into an English classroom but also to critically reflect on 
how its affordances could be maximized and constraints could be addressed 
for our specific group of students. As Adler (1993) and others (Ham & Kane, 
2007; Redman & Rodrigues, 2014) note, such critical reflexivity allowed us to 
step back from being in the midst of our teaching experience and explore that 
experience more systematically. By doing so, we continued to refine our teach-
ing skills and practices. 

According to Nunan (1992), action research consists of a question, data, and 
interpretive analysis. It is cyclical with the results of the initial research ques-
tion feeding back into practice and extending the initial inquiry (Kemmis & 
McTaggart, 1988). It comprises two cyclical phases wherein the teacher con-
tinuously plans, acts, observes, and reflects (Barrs, 2012; Kemmis & McTaggart, 
1988). Following Villamizar’s and Mejía’s (2019) approach to action research, 
we also utilized the principles of case study research in our data collection 
and analysis process. Case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates 
a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context (Yin, 
2009). Case study often involves only a few systematically selected partici-
pants (purposive sampling). Thus, rather than relying on theoretical general-
izations obtained from large pools of participants, this methodology is based 
on detailed descriptions of the setting, phenomena and/or individuals, as well 
as on in-depth analysis of the data, searching for common themes, recurring 
patterns and significant issues (Stake, 1995). Consistent with our rationale for 
choosing the action research methodology, our reason for utilizing case-based 
approach was not to formulate generalizations from a small classroom sample 
but to theorize from our findings, looking for ways in which the task could 
enhance the students’ L2 learning, while improving their engagement with 
English composition. 

The courses: The two cycles

The study was conducted in two preparatory EFL courses that we taught in two 
consecutive semesters (16-week, 8-credit/semester). We considered each semes-
ter as an individual action research cycle as defined by Kemmis and McTaggart 
(1988), wherein we continuously engaged in planning, acting, observing, and 
reflecting (see Table 1). The two courses were designed for different profi-
ciency levels: (a) pre-basic to basic level (starting at pre-A1 to A1 on CEFR) for 
first-semester students and (b) basic to pre-intermediate level (starting at A1 to 
A1-A2 on CEFR) for second-semester students. The courses met for four hours, 
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five days a week and followed an integrated approach in teaching listening, 
speaking, reading and writing. The writing components adopted genre (Swales, 
1990) and process approaches (Matsuda, 2003; Silva & Leki, 2004) to academic 
English. In addition, the courses had a small component of business English for 
students who chose business and management majors. Each course was part 
of a larger group of 8 to 11 parallel sections which used standardized contents, 
pacing schedules, and assessment schemes. We co-taught one of the sections in 
the first semester, and only one of us taught in the second semester. 

The multimodal composition tasks

As part of the preparatory year curriculum, students were required to write 
short paragraphs (between 100 and 150 words) on descriptive, narrative, 
explanatory, comparative, and process genres. These paragraphs were part of 
their graded portfolio, and all assessment rubrics were standardized across all 
sections. Due to this institutional restriction, we could not modify the graded 
writing assignments and therefore could only design multimodal projects as an 
add-on practice for the graded writing assignments. In each course we intro-
duced one multimodal composition task before the midterm exam and one 
before the final exam. Before students began each task, we asked the class to 
vote on whether they wanted to do the multimodal composition tasks in small 
groups or as individuals. Table 1 below summarizes the learning objectives, 
writing prompts, and types for each task. 
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Table 1. Tasks, learning objectives, and writing prompts

Semester Learning objective Writing prompt Task type

Phase 1 cycle: plan, act, observe, reflect

Task 1 First Students can describe 
companies, departments, and 
their responsibilities using at 
least 5 words from the unit 
vocabulary. 
(Business English component)

Describe your dream 
company using the 
business vocabulary we 
have learned in class.

Small group

Task 2 First Students can explain how to use 
common technology in simple 
steps using at least 5 words 
from the unit vocabulary.  
(Business English component)

Explain how to use a 
common technology in 
simple steps using the 
business vocabulary we 
have learned in class.

Small group

Phase 2 cycle: plan, act, observe, reflect

Task 3 Second Students can describe what 
companies do and their 
products using at least 5 words 
from the unit vocabulary. 
(Business English component)

Describe your favorite 
company using the 
business vocabulary we 
have learned in class.

Individual

Task 4 Second Students can write a 150-word 
process paragraph using 
correct paragraph structure. 
(Writing component)

Explain how to create VR 
glasses in an easy way.

Individual

Similar to the graded writing assignments, the composition process of the mul-
timodal projects followed the process approach to writing (i.e., prewriting – 
drafting – editing – publishing). In the second week of class, we introduced the 
students to our study and to the concept of multimodal composition. We show-
cased some examples of writing projects done in multimodal format (including 
brochures, websites, online reviews, and videos) to help students understand 
the tasks. We did not limit the format or final output that students could cre-
ate in each project. 

In the first semester, upon the submission of students’ first draft, we gave 
content-focused as well as language-focused feedback including common gram-
mar, vocabulary, and punctuation mistakes and addressed the issues as a 
whole class. After the class feedback, the students revised the written script 
and incorporated it into their project. The students presented their project at 
the end of the thematic units. We concluded the presentation sessions with a 
reflection on how to connect the skills that they had learned when writing the 
academic paragraphs to their personal and professional (future) lives. Upon 
further reflection, we modified our feedback strategies in the second semester, 
to include individual feedback focusing on linguistic accuracy. Discussion on 
this is explained further in our results.
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Participants

In all, 27 students were enrolled in the first semester, and 15 students were 
enrolled in the second semester. Because of the departmental restriction, we 
could not teach the same student cohorts in the first and second semesters. In 
this sense, the students we sampled were considered as cross-sectional sam-
pling as they did not overlap. We introduced the study to the students in the 
second week of class and had them sign the consent form to participate in the 
multimodal composition projects as part of the course non-graded assignments. 
At the end of the semester, we interviewed four focal students to reflect on 
their multimodal composition process as well as their out-of-school literacy 
practices. From each cohort, we purposely sampled two students based on the 
following criteria: one with low and the other with average proficiency based 
on the norm of the class.

Data collection

There were three primary data sources in this study: (a) students’ multimodal 
projects, (b) focal students’ interview transcripts, and (c) our reflection session 
notes after each project submission. In the first semester, out of the 27 students, 
six students failed to submit the first draft and the final output, seven submitted 
their work in video format, and 14 in brochure format. In the second semester, 
only two students failed to submit the first draft and the final output, and the 
remaining 13 submitted their work all in video format. 

As for the interviews, both of us met with the four focal students individu-
ally. Each interview lasted for approximately 35–40 minutes. The interview 
focused on three lines of questions: (a) their first and second language (L1-L2) 
literacy history as well as their out-of-school digital literacy skills, (b) stimu-
lated recall on how they developed their ideas on the topic and the format of 
the project, including the process of drafting the written scripts as well as inte-
grating the visual, sound, speech, and spatial components into the project, and 
(c) their reflection on the project itself, including its relevance to their everyday 
lives and the feedback that we had given. 

Finally, we took individual notes after each multimodal presentation to 
record our overall impression of students’ work as well as what we thought 
was – or was not – working from the experience. We then shared these indi-
vidual notes in our reflection sessions, which lasted about 45 minutes individu-
ally, to refine our teaching strategies. In the second semester, however, because 
the first author did not teach the course, the second author shared students’ 
first drafts and final multimodal outputs with the first author to maintain our 
individual notes before we met for our reflection sessions. In total, we had four 
of these sessions – two in the first semester and two in the second semester. 

Data analysis

The unit of analysis of this study is the literacy events surrounding the mul-
timodal composition process. Operationally, literacy events are defined as 
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“activities where literacy has a role. Usually there is a written text, or texts, cen-
tral to the activity and there may be talk around the text. Events are the observ-
able episodes which arise from practices and are shaped by them” (Barton et 
al., 2000, p. 8). We argue that by looking at the composition process of students 
with developing proficiency through these ‘events’, we can reflect deeper on 
the dynamic contribution of the individual students, the tools that they utilized 
as part of the composition process, as well as our roles as teachers in facilitat-
ing their engagement with the tasks. 

To analyze the students’ multimodal project, our coding procedures were 
divided into two main categories: (1) textual design – which included content 
appropriateness, number of words generated and other non-written modali-
ties used and (2) language use – which included usage of target vocabulary, and 
grammar and punctuation errors. In terms of students’ overall language use, 
we used the three sub-categories primarily to align with the assessment rubric 
of the required writing portfolios (see Table 2). In terms of target vocabulary, 
we included all the high-frequency words related to the thematic units listed 
on the textbook, discussed in class, and searched independently by the students 
online.

To analyze the autobiographical and interactional contexts surrounding 
the composition process, we coded the student interviews on the following 
categories informed by our literature review: (1) choice of topic, (2) process 
of writing, (3) L1-L2 literacy history, and (4) out-of-school digital literacy skills. 
We then triangulated the themes emerging from the students’ interviews with 
our own reflections on the bridging practices (RQ1), as well as the constraints 
and the role of social mediation (RQ2) in the implementation of the multimodal 
composition activities. 

Results

RQ1: How do teachers bridge out-of-school digital literacy through 
multimodal composition tasks for students with developing proficiency?

Textual production. The data revealed that the multimodal composition tasks 
were able to facilitate the production of English texts among four students with 
developing English proficiency. 
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Table 2. Descriptive analysis of focal students’ multimodal composition output

Category

First semester Second semester

Task 1 Task 2 Task 3 Task 4

Salma1

(Group of 2 
students)

Rooa 
(Group of 4 
students)

Reem 
(Individual 

work)

Jumana 
(Individual 

work)

Textual Design

Content 
appropriateness

Highly 
appropriate

Highly 
appropriate

Appropriate Appropriate

Modalities Written text 
Visual 
Spatial

Written text 
Spoken text 

Visual 
Audio

Written text 
Spoken text 

Visual 
Audio

Written text 
Visual 
Audio

Number of written 
texts

190 61 67 83

Number of spoken 
texts

0 416 39 0

Total word count 190 477 106 83
Average word count/
student

80 119 106 83

Language Use

Number of target 
vocabulary use

29 34 14 13

Number of 
grammatical errors

4 30 8 5

Number of 
punctuation errors

12 0 3 8

As shown in Table 2, of the 100-word paragraph requirement in the first semes-
ter, our focal students produced a range of 80 to 119 written and spoken words 
combined. Unlike the first-semester group, however, our focal students from 
the second semester produced a lower range of 66 to 80 written and spoken 
words combined – significantly below the 150-word requirement. This was 
perhaps due to their starting proficiency, which was below the average profi-
ciency score of their cohort. Nevertheless, as the tasks demanded, they were 
able to integrate other modalities including visual, auditory, and spatial infor-
mation to enhance the information that they were trying to convey. In terms of 
language use, the students were able to incorporate the target vocabulary that 
they learned into their projects. Yet, as expected from students with developing 
proficiency, grammatical and mechanical inaccuracies were observed across 
the four tasks. Upon continuous reflection on students’ submissions, we modi-
fied our feedback strategies in the second semester, which we explain further 
in our discussion about constraints (RQ2). 

Another observation that we made was that although we did not limit the 
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format of the multimodal output – as we introduced a variety of formats in 
the second week of each semester – most submissions were made in video 
format. In Task 1 specifically, we received seven individual submissions in 
video format and 14 individual submissions in brochure format (six students 
failed to submit their tasks). From Tasks 2–4, all students chose to submit their 
multimodal composition project in video format. Based on our interview data, 
the students revealed that the preference to create a video-based project was 
influenced by their observation of their peers’ works during the presentation/
reflection sessions and their individual judgments of the appropriateness of 
the format based on the demand of the tasks. The latter highlights one of the 
main affordances of multimodal composition for students with developing pro-
ficiency, which we discuss in more detail below. 

Technological bridging. While the descriptive analysis (Table 2) showed that 
the multimodal composition tasks that we designed were able to facilitate the 
production of English texts among students with developing proficiency, we 
wanted to uncover how the contextual and relational conditions surround-
ing the tasks afforded their multimodal outputs. By triangulating the students’ 
interview data with our own reflection notes, we discovered three distinct 

‘bridging practices’ that we were able to cultivate over the course of two semes-
ters: technological bridging, identity bridging, and semiotic bridging. 

First, our pedagogical choice to transform the traditional 100-word or 150-
word paragraphs as multimodal textual design has afforded the opportunity 
for the students to showcase their out-of-school digital literacy skills by navigat-
ing through multiple information and digital tools and presenting them in mul-
tiple modalities (i.e., technological bridging). As our reflection note captured:

Quite impressed with Rooa’s group …. [T]he design elements of the video 
(e.g., the voiceover, the syncing of the visual, textual, and oral elements) 
really showcased their digital literacy. When I asked them how long it did 
take to put the video together, Dhikra said that, from conception to editing, 
it took them almost three days to make. Apparently they were invested in 
it! (Dian)

The two works below (Figures 1 and 2) showcased the output of this techno-
logical bridging:
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Figure 1. Salma’s “Vintage Company” brochure (Task 1)2
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Figure 2. Rooa’s “How to Shop Online” video (Task 2)3

Our interview data confirmed that our focal students found the tasks of making 
the brochure or the video to be relatively easy. All of them went through the fol-
lowing stages without explicit guidance from us: (a) getting help from friends, 
Google, or dictionary application to construct the written texts for the project, 
(b) finding the appropriate application to combine the written texts with other 
modalities (e.g., Microsoft Word, iMovie, Snapchat, Logomaker, etc.), (c) finding 
or creating the appropriate visuals to match the written texts, and (d) finalizing 
the content and the design of the project. When asked about ‘getting stuck’ in 
the process of making the project, all responded that they used their prior skills 
to help them move forward, as echoed by Reem’s words:

I have video app on my phone (sic). First, I write paragraph, I find picture, 
and make video (sic). If I don’t know, just google or look on YouTube.

Identity bridging. Secondly, our exploration of the students’ choice of topic 
also revealed that they chose to write about things that were personally mean-
ingful to them. When given open-ended prompts4, they sought to engage with 
the activities that were in line with their sense of self or identity. Salma men-
tioned, for instance, that the task had allowed her to realize her vision as a 
business owner of a fictitious vintage watch company and therefore wrote 
and designed the project with this identity in mind. Likewise, as our interview 
reveals (see also Figure 3), Reem decided to write about Christian Dior because 
she liked fashion design and the brand.
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Figure 3. Reem’s “Favorite Company” video (Task 3)5

Reem’s case was especially notable for us because she was a quiet wallflower 
in the class. As can be deciphered from her spoken text, her sentences were 
barely discernible to a lay English speaker:

I talk about Dior Company [.]6 Christian Dior is a French company. Known7 

international (sic) as Dior. Is (sic) a company that provides women with 
makeup products and sells several products to women [.] Based in Paris. I 
admire Christian Dior every (sic) much.

Yet, despite all these linguistic barriers, the multimodal composition task 
afforded her an opportunity to participate in class by presenting her video 
and to receive positive feedback from both the second author as her teacher 
as well as her peers. As noted from our reflection note:

After viewing this video in class today, it is as if I finally get to ‘hear’ and 
‘see’ Reem. Given her level of comprehension and speaking ability, I can 
imagine how hard it is for her to participate in class. Being the wallflower 
that she is, now she can finally speak. The video has somehow given her a 
voice (Shazia). 

Semiotic bridging. Finally, the third bridging practice that we found insightful 
from the multimodal composition process was the semiotic bridging. Following 
the social semiotic view of literacy that we outlined in the theoretical frame-
work, semiotic bridging here means that as teachers, we created opportunities 
for the students to convey meanings and achieve the social purpose of writ-
ing descriptive and process paragraphs, which were commonly practiced in 
school-based compositions, through different modalities. We did so by engag-
ing them with a real or imagined audience beyond us, the teachers. By choos-
ing to write about her dream company, for instance, Salma was able to use the 
target descriptive writing skills to promote her business. Similarly, by outlining 

https://youtu.be/FZzsPtKW6UA
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the process of shopping online, Rooa could engage with a wider audience on 
her social media while constructing a desirable identity position as a compe-
tent digital content creator. As Rooa said:

I like to do this kind (sic) exercise. I don’t make the video by myself, Dhikra 
helped a lot, but it’s fun to see it. It look (sic) good and professional. And you 
practice your English too. I can put something like this on Instagram, maybe.

When the semiotic goal was set at the forefront, we noticed that the students 
took risks to string their own sentences together, despite the many linguistic 
inaccuracies. We received submissions ranging from heavily borrowed texts 
such as:

How to create virtual reality glasses in an easy way 3D glasses

First provide the necessary tools for example magnet and Lenses. and adhe-
sive tape and Cartons. Second, install the lenses inside the piece Then put 
the adhesive tape on the edges of the carton Then place the magnet in the 
tip of the carton until it is held together Finally, we install all the pieces in 
place and then get the. glasses in a simple and fast. (Jumana’s Task 4: first 
draft, emphasis added)

to more authentic texts with some linguistic inaccuracies such as:

Hello everyone, good morning. Today we will share with you how to shop 
online, if you want buy clothes or technologies things and what are the com-
mon mistakes when you ordering online…. First of all, define what you need. 
Do you want clothes for school or university or for party? Open Namshi 
website, select the type of clothes, make sure you pick up the good fabric 
and the right size, also good color. (Rooa’s Task 2: first draft)

Nevertheless, for students with developing proficiency such as Rooa and 
Jumana, textual borrowing of chunks of texts from the online translation tools 
was also observed. While acknowledging that this practice might be used as 
a tool to expand their linguistic repertoire (Marissa, 2013), it was important 
for us to distinguish textual borrowing with plagiarism (or what we called in 
class ‘lazy copy-pasting’). Therefore, when giving feedback on their work, we 
made our expectations clear to the students that plagiarism was unacceptable. 
Although we did not teach paraphrasing skills to address plagiarism at this 
level, we continuously emphasized and encouraged the skill to ‘make your own 
sentences.’ As a result, as seen from the above two samples, the students were 
able to produce their own sentences. 

RQ2: What are the constraints of implementing multimodal composition 
for this group of students, and how does social mediation afford the 
opportunity to address these constraints?

Bridging the linguistic gap. Despite the affordances of the multimodal com-
position tasks in bridging the technological, identity, and semiotic practices of 
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our students, we encountered some constraints throughout the process. As we 
alluded to earlier, we found instances where students borrowed texts from 
online translation websites. In Jumana’s case (Figure 4), some of her vocabulary 
(e.g., ‘provide the necessary tools’ or ‘adhesive tape’) and grammar (e.g., ‘until 
it is held together’) could not have been generated on her own, since they were 
typically above the level of what students with developing proficiency could 
produce, nor were they taught explicitly in class.

Secondly, and parallel to their reliance on online translation tools, we found 
linguistic accuracy to be another constraint for students with developing pro-
ficiency. There seemed to be an observed trade-off between our roles in facili-
tating the students’ out-of-school digital literacy and facilitating their linguistic 
competence as L2 writers. Although we had given both content-focused feed-
back (i.e., content appropriateness and organization of ideas) and language-
focused feedback (i.e., vocabulary choice, grammatical accuracy, spelling, and 
punctuation) in the first semester, students tended to uptake our content-
related feedback more than language-related feedback. 

To address this gap, we modified our feedback strategies in the second 
semester to include more indirect language-focused feedback, as shown in 
Figure 4 below:

Figure 4. Providing linguistic feedback in multimodal composition

As can be seen from this example, we explicitly drew the students’ attention 
to appropriate word choice, grammar and punctuation. As part of the editing 
process, the student was able to uptake some of the linguistic accuracies (e.g., 
changing the verb ‘provide’ to ‘select’).

Learner agency through task and interpersonal mediation. Notwithstanding 
these linguistic limitations, our findings showed that students with develop-
ing proficiency were agentive in their own learning. As we elaborated in the 
previous results, when given the opportunity to bring their out-of-school digi-
tal literacy skills to class, not only did they showcase their ability to design a 
multimodal text in a personally meaningful way, but they also took risks in 
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producing novel language as part of their language learning. As Salma men-
tioned when reflecting on how the process of creating the brochure (Figure 2) 
helped her with her English as well:

I know I don’t write good English. I have grammar mistake, you tell me some 
of them in class (sic). But I go back to the book and look at the words and 
use online dictionary to help me remember. Like here (while pointing at the 
words in the brochure), “head quarter”, “manufacture”. It’s nice. 

In this instance, even though the feedback that we gave did not close all the 
gaps in terms of improving their linguistic accuracy (e.g., there were still gram-
matical mistake in the word order such as ‘Company Vintage,’ or in word choice 
such as ‘to get a better shape’), our requirement to incorporate the vocabulary 
related to the units was able to trigger students’ agentic behavior in seeking 
information from online dictionary. 

The open-ended nature of the task allowed them to bring what they knew 
(e.g., googling information, looking at word definition using online diction-
ary) and to use it for the multimodal composition task, which highlighted the 
socially mediated nature of learner agency. The task also afforded opportuni-
ties for students to participate in social communication (i.e., through videos 
and brochures) from a more desirable identity position. It allowed them to use 
their identity as a point of entry to participate more actively in social interac-
tion (in Reem’s case), or to connect the task purposefully to a relevant future 
self (in Salma’s case), or to engage with a wider audience as a confident English 
speaker (in Rooa’s case). 

The students’ agentive behaviors were also mediated by the multiple layers 
of social relationships that were built throughout the semester. These included 
the peer interaction during the composition process (in the case of Tasks 1 and 
2), as well as student-teacher interaction during the feedback. As we reflected 
on our notes:

Overall, I think this multimodal composition project was successful…. They 
were able to use each other as a resource during the composition process. 
Of course there’s a clear division of labor in each group (A is writing this 
portion, B is writing that portion, C is doing the editing), but all in all they 
come out cohesive, which shows a degree of behind-the-scene peer scaf-
folds (Dian). 

Looking back at the difference between how we did the feedback in the 
first semester and now, I think both approaches complemented each other. 
When we gave holistic feedback orally in class, the students felt appreciated. 
We showed them that we were proud of their work. When we modified 
our strategy to include more focused feedback, they knew that it wasn’t all 
about the look and the fun. They know that we care about their English too 
(Shazia). 

Therefore, based on the textual outputs of the multimodal composition (Table 
2) and the social relationships among peers and between the students and 
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the teacher that we described above, the multimodal composition activi-
ties afforded – rather than constrained – student participation and language 
production. 

Discussion

Bridging practices for students with developing proficiency

In analyzing the three bridging practices, we argue that students – even those 
with lower proficiency – benefit from the technological bridging. The incor-
poration of multiple modalities in conveying information allows students to 
tap into the familiar multimodal ‘texts’ that they consume or produce in their 
everyday lives (Lim, 2021). This metacognitive awareness, along with the abil-
ity to navigate seamlessly across multiple digital platforms, highlighted two 
essential out-of-school digital literacy skills which the students brought with 
them to the classroom (Godwin-Jones, 2018; Jenkins, 2006). In the case of the 
students in this study, for instance, the metacognitive awareness is manifested 
in their preference to create a video-based project and their individual judg-
ments of the appropriateness of the format based on the demand of the tasks 
(Lim, 2021). This corroborates previous findings on the benefits of technologi-
cal bridging in L2 multimodal composition (Cho, 2017; Vandommele et al., 2017). 

Secondly, with regards to identity bridging, though writing about some-
thing that is personally meaningful is not a new insight, as it has consistently 
been recorded in the literature (see Barton, 2007; Blommaert, 2008; Street & 
Hornberger, 2008), it is important to underscore that the snippets of literacy 
events that we presented in this study demonstrate how students’ identi-
ties structured their engagement with texts. In other words, when students 
engaged with L2 texts, both their production and interpretation of the texts 
were mediated by their identities, and by how they valued their engagement 
in the activity (Mercer, 2012; Norton, 2010). Consistent with the results of Smith 
et al.’s study (2017), our findings also demonstrate that when the content of the 
composition task can be catered to the identities of lower proficiency students, 
they are more engaged in the composition process. 

Third, in the context of semiotic bridging, one of the biggest challenges in 
teaching school-based composition to EFL students is to make it meaningful 
(Elola & Oskoz, 2017). Going back to the social semiotic view of literacy, we 
know that literacy activity is a meaning-oriented activity because what peo-
ple do with text is purposeful (Lam, 2009). Yet, this meaning-making aspect is 
often lost in L2 composition classes. Unfortunately, writing assignments are 
often framed as an end in themselves, rather than a semiotic means to convey 
meaning (Gee & Hayes, 2011; Lim & Toh, 2020). With this challenge in mind, 
teachers can design the multimodal composition tasks so that the students 
were able to use the school-based composition skills (e.g., writing descriptive 
or process paragraphs) to do something that was authentic and meaningful to 
them in their lives beyond schools, just as our focal students have reshaped 
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their understanding of descriptive and process writing to reach out to real or 
imagined audience through communicative multimodal means. 

The ‘trade-off’: Are social mediation and learner agency worth it?

Our data shows that there is a trade-off in terms of the teacher’s role in facili-
tating learner agency and linguistic accuracy. Focus on content seems to lower 
the bar on acceptable grammar mistakes. This insight corroborates existing lit-
erature on the need for a balanced pedagogical focus on content and accuracy 
in multimodal composition (Godwin-Jones, 2018). However, reflecting upon 
our attempt to provide a balanced focus on content and accuracy throughout 
the multimodal composition process, there are two caveats on interpreting the 
linguistic inaccuracies among students with developing proficiency. 

First, although corrective feedback generally plays a role in improving stu-
dents’ language development, the nature and extent of this role for this group 
of students remains in dispute (Ene & Upton, 2014; Ferris, 2010). Secondly, 
instead of viewing these linguistic inaccuracies as deficiency that needs to be 
fixed, teachers may take comfort in viewing them as an index of the students’ 
language development. As Ellis (1996) and Towell and Hawkins (1994) state, 
though there is a degree of systematicity to learner’s errors, there are also 
high degrees of variability. Even among those with higher proficiency, stu-
dents’ sentences seem to vary from moment to moment and in the types of 
errors that are made. They also “seem liable to switch between a range of cor-
rect and incorrect forms over lengthy periods of time” (Mitchell & Myles, 2006, 
p. 16). Thus, from this perspective, we believe that although students should 
be given consistent language-focused feedback, teachers need to acknowledge 
that students’ uptake of those feedback takes a considerable amount of time 
that often extends beyond the course. From the teacher’s point of view, what 
is important is to equip students with the skills to go back to the text that they 
have designed and independently attend to and revise it on a sentence-level for 
linguistic accuracy. This is when the social mediation of the teacher plays a role 
in developing students’ sense of agency (Godwin-Jones, 2019; Mercer, 2012). 

Our data also indicates a tendency for students with low proficiency to copy-
paste some of a huge chunk of texts through online translation tools or external 
English-based sources. It is important to put this common practice in a more 
complex, socially-situated perspective. As Marissa (2013) argues, students with 
developing proficiency often borrow texts in an attempt to convey meaningful 
information and to gain a more authorial presence in the discourse that they 
participate in. In fact, as Dzekoe (2017) and Yeh (2018) suggest, such practice 
allows them to interact and sustain each other in communication, which is 
the ultimate goal of learning an L2. The task of the teacher, therefore, is to 
promote this metalanguage (Lim, 2021) about borrowing and designing multi-
modal texts responsibly so as to increase language production (Darrington & 
Dousay, 2015; Ozkoz & Elola, 2016), while at the same time mediating students’ 
agentive behaviors (Mercer, 2012) by allowing them to use a variety of digital 
tools to help them produce the target language. 
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Conclusion

As teachers, we set out this research journey to answer the practical call for 
bridging informal, out-of-school digital literacy into an L2 composition class-
room. Acknowledging the gap in the literature on exploring the complex pro-
cess of multimodal composition for students with lower proficiency, we wanted 
to address how the teacher can engineer the process to make it beneficial for 
this group of students, just at it has been recorded to be so for intermediate 
and advanced students (Dzekoe, 2017; Hafner, 2014; Sauro, 2017). 

Through this small-scale exploration, we hope to have shown that bridging 
out-of-school digital literacy through multimodal composition has some poten-
tial affordances for students with developing proficiency. The three bridging 
practices that we have outlined in our findings – technological, identity, and 
semiotic bridging – have implications for teachers who wish to reimagine EFL 
composition by connecting it to the authentic digital literacy practices that are 
almost second-nature to our students (Lim, 2021). To minimize the ‘negative’ 
side effects of linguistic inaccuracies in the production of textual elements of a 
multimodal project, teachers should balance the pedagogical focus on meaning 
making, participation, and learner agency with an explicit attention to error 
corrections. Yet, teachers should also be aware that, especially for lower profi-
ciency groups, practices like copy-pasting ‘big words’ or ‘complex grammatical 
structures’ are part and parcel of learning (Marissa, 2013) so long as students 
do it in an authentic effort to generate genuine sentences. 

Finally, we acknowledge that since we are the teachers teaching the multi-
modal composition as well as the researcher reflecting on the whole experience 
with our own students, our interpretive lens is subjective in nature. Therefore, 
further research will be needed to add more detail to the picture emerging 
from this and previous studies. This includes more controlled study on the 
comparative linguistic and non-linguistic gains of multimodal composition vs. 
traditional paragraph/essay writings. There also remains a need to provide 
a more complex view of multimodal composition and L2 learning (Lantolf & 
Pavlenko, 2001; Mercer, 2012) to reflect the social turn in the field of applied 
linguistics. Given the rapid and constant change in the adaption of new tech-
nologies in students’ lives, it is essential that teachers keep up with and be 
reflexive about affordances of emerging digital media (Lim, 2021). Teachers 
are encouraged to make room for integrating out-of-school digital literacy into 
their classroom and mindfully engineer the learning environments to promote 
a sense of agency in our students. 

Notes

1.	 All names of our focal students are pseudonyms.
2.	 Source links to Picture 1 and Picture 2 of the brochure.
3.	 Source link to video.
4.	 With the exception of Task 4 (see also Table 1)
5.	 Source links to picture and video.
6.	 Breaks between sentences were not clear in the actual spoken text.

https://www.portfoliomagsg.com/article/how-are-luxury-products-priced.html
https://m.facebook.com/RondavelAutomation/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tv6I7YM6fd0&list=PLC7-SfhPVA0HX_yUfvmi8Rh6NI_h3XEoH&index=1
https://www.pinterest.co.uk/pin/661255157766478761/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FZzsPtKW6UA
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7.	 All underlined words were mispronounced.
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