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CONTEMPORARY COMMUNICATION AND MULTIMODAL MEANING-MAKING
IN LANGUAGE EDUCATION

The rapid development of the latest digital technologies, their total integration into the
communication process raises the question of the multimodal nature of communication. Researchers
emphasize a high degree of integration of various semiotic resources in the modern communicative
process, when it is impossible to separate the verbal component from the paraverbal components.

The objective of this paper is to discuss how a multimodal approach to meaning-making can
contribute to language learning.

Multimodality (polycode) is a distinctive feature of human communication, since a person
himself/herself is a multimodal being, that is, he/she perceives messages created via a variety of
semiotic codes: sound (speech, intonation, timbre, tone, melody, cough, laughter, noise, etc. similar),
image (photograph, drawing, illustration, color, font), as well as taste, smell and touch. Multimodal
objects are understood as semiotically inhomogeneous units that include different sign codes, both
verbal (linguistic) and non-verbal, that is, belonging to other semiotic systems, for example, iconic,
sound, tactile, odoric (Anisimova, 2003).We can classify multimodal (polysemiotic) objects. They
include creolized texts, images, illustrations, photographs, demotivators, internet memes, stickers,
videos.

Nowadays, studies in semiotics are often focused on “texts of a new nature”. In fact, there is a
new type of communication, a third one, after oral and written types. It has a great didactic potential.

A multimodal (digital, multimedia) text is fundamentally different from printed books, even if it
is provided with colourful pictures. Its semantic range is extremely wide and variable; its individual
components (picture, sound, video) can complement and enhance the message written in letters (Kress,
2003, 2010).

By its nature, a multimodal text is closer to oral communication, because an interlocutor is
influenced not only by spoken language, but also gestures, facial expressions, physical features, etc.

From this point of view, texts are of particular interest in the practice of teaching English as a
foreign language, as they deal with multimodal meaning-making via different semiotic systems. These
visual aids have a great didactic potential. “They are interesting and accessible, and also imitate the
interpersonal act of communication with elements of spoken dialogue, signs of intimacy, ease, and
trust” (Kostomarov, 2010).

The analysis of multimodal texts is based on a variety of methods. The well-known methods are
a method of concept mapping and a concept analysis. As a research methodology, we use the system-
functional and socio-cognitive approaches.

The system-functional approach considers a language in its connection with a society. First of all,
this approach deals with the reasons that prompt the author what statement to choose due to certain
linguistic means of expression. The main factor is some function, that they convey aiming at
interlocutors’ perception.

According to some scholars, we face social processes that should be analyzed as manifestations
of the culture that they also create. Thus, system-functional linguistics focuses on the concept of choice,
and the language manifests itself as a network of interrelated options, from which the authors of the
statement choose certain linguistic means in accordance with their communicative needs (Jewitt, 2005,
2007).

The second approach that we use as a research methodology is a socio-cognitive approach. The
originator of the theory, van Dijk, explains how social structures may affect and be affected by
discourse structures via a theory of social cognition.The integration of cognition and society cannot be
related to each other directly. There should be a mediator or interface to make relation between
them.The socio-cognitive approach allows us to consider the linguistic aspects of polycode “taking into
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account the social structures of knowledge and universal cognitive mechanisms behind the processes
of mutual adaptation of different codes in the course of discursive activity” (Iriskhanova, 2012), since
“the modern theory of polymodality should take into account both grammatical and pragmatic aspects
of (poly) modality, as well as sociosemiotic and cognitive”(Iriskhanova, 2012). Meaning making
designates the process by which people interpret situations, events, objects, or discourses, in the light
of their previous knowledge and experience.

Therefore, an integrated approach for learning and using languages is based on the 4Cs
(Language: a fundamental diversity marker, 2021).

Communication

Teaching and Learning through a foreign language

Figure 1.

Despite the different angles of analysis, the common idea for all multimodal studies is about the
following postulate. The multimodal approach assumes that the message spreads through all
communicative modes. If so, then each mode is only partial constituent of global significance of
messages.

Study of the text, including images and sounds, challenges the usual discourse analysis. For
instance, Mass Media still often create multimodal texts focusing only on language and ignoring other
modes. This fact leads to loss of potential meanings of modern media texts.

Thus, at the present stage of linguistic studies there is an awareness of the need to study linguistic
discursive practice via different modes of communication. Research perspectives in the multimodal
area are quite broad, since there are many interdisciplinary controversial and disputable issues.
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