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Thinking with Images and Words

Figure 4. Megan’s Multimodal Response

three chunks to represent three articles. Other
weeks, [ favored a particular article or resource and
created a larger space for the accompanying
drawings.

In the response shown in Figure 4, [ shared
my multimodal response to a set of readings listed
under the theme of The Writing Process and
Workshop. The center-left figure highlights
students sitting on a classroom carpet, discussing
one student’s writing. The dialogue provided

shows two sentence stems demonstrating the
constructive feedback offered in a safe and non-
threatening writer’s workshop scenario. Another
drawing of note is the upper right-hand image
showing the connection between the book The
Dream on Blanca’s Wall (Medina, 2004) and
potential student activity. In the bottom right
image, I listed writing process stages but chose to
draw particular attention to the final stage of the
process, publishing, by drawing a class book and
bulletin board.
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The preparation involved in creating a
multimodal response was the most significant
challenge. Unlike typing traditional paragraphs,
creating hand drawings on paper required access
to more materials and a flat workspace. However,
this challenge is outweighed by the benefits of this
style of response. Instead of drawing my focus to
the semantics of my writing and the correctness of
my sentence structure, [ was focused on the ideas
and messages when creating these drawings. I have
also found that the images I create have more
longevity in my memory: the thought process
involved in transforming an idea into a picture
helped to solidify the concepts and improve my
recall.

Assessing Multimodal Reading Responses

When discussing the possibilities of
multimodal composition, questions regarding
assessing and evaluating this kind of work
frequently arise. This discussion arose within
Stephanie’s methods class, too. Together, we
decided on three strands of action. First, Stephanie
agreed to prioritize feedback through written
comments in response to students’ work. In the
future, Stephanie would like to experiment with
multimodal formats for feedback - perhaps via
video-recorded commentary, for example. Second,
students began the semester with three responses
that gained automatic full points. This decision
provided students the opportunity to experience
designing one-pagers and read the range of
responses constructed by their classmates. Third,
the class co-wrote two rubrics to support them in
developing meaningful work. The first rubric
focused on the more traditional written response.
The second rubric focused on the possibilities for
reflective multimodal responses.

When developing the rubrics, students
drew inspiration from and adapted Kesler’s (2018)
reader-response rubric, which focused on
thoughtfulness, volume, variety. For our reader
response, however, we focused solely on the
thoughtfulness category for two reasons. First,
Stephanie expected students to produce one page

each week in terms of volume. Second, students
wanted to create patterns of responding to the
readings and felt that aiming for variety would
distract from the goal at hand, which was to craft
meaningful responses to their readings.
Collaboratively, we developed the Thoughtfulness
Rubric for Multimodal Reading Responses shown
in Figure 5. Due to the pandemic, Stephanie hosted
this class online, so students worked together on
the rubrics via Zoom and Google Docs. It is also
important to note that students could revise and
resubmit any reading response after receiving
Stephanie’s feedback.

There are challenges involved with
assessing multimodal responses. Written work
tends to unfold in conventional and temporal ways
(Kress, 2010). As evidenced by Lela, Bobbi, and
Megan’s responses, there is no conventional way to
compose and read these kinds of responses.
Therefore, as the reader of their multimodal
responses, Stephanie navigated each response by
designing her reading pathway (Serafini, 2012).
Another reader would likely choose a different
reading journey and construct a different
interpretation. There was even one instance when
Stephanie’s interpretation of Lela’s work did not
align with Lela’s authorial intentions. The
subjective work of assessment allows assessments
to be understood as transactional (Rosenblatt,
2019) and part of an ongoing chain of semiosis
(Kress, 2010). In responding to these one-pagers,
Stephanie’s feedback was responsive, interpretive,
and personal. Her feedback became part of an
ongoing dialogue with students that unfolded over
time and across feedback sequences.

In future iterations of this course,
Stephanie plans to explore labor-based approaches
to grading and assessment (Inoue, 2019) that
center mindful, reflective work and de-emphasize
the product expected as output. This approach may
encourage risk-taking and result in more students
trialing different ways to represent and
communicate their thinking. A labor-based
approach would acknowledge the time students
spend on their work.
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e Images are my own, OR [ have

A Grade remixed the images (reworking
found images into a meaningful
collage, infographic, or meme)

e [ have created a unique visual that
represents my perspective on the
readings. My visual engagement with
the readings should include some
words. One-pager may consist of
multiple images with quotes and own
thoughts or comprise a single visual.

e [am learning about or thinking about
new information, and/or 1 am
drawing
information and my experiences to

connections  between
understand what I am reading.
Engagement with the texts is evident.
Responses may include important
questions.

o [ focus on multiple texts or readings,
and I synthesize ideas across the
different articles and readings. This
includes sources from other weeks or
classes as well. Even though I am
working predominantly with visuals,
citations are included.

e My perspective is present, but I could

B Grade provide additional details to support
my thinking. Information shared is
more summary, without focusing on
deeper connections (text-to-text, text-
to-self).

e Multiple texts or readings are
referenced. Connections between at
least two sources/ experiences are

shown.

Figure 5.

The Thoughtfulness Rubric for Multimodal Reading
Responses. This rubric was co-created by Stephanie
and the course members. Importantly, this rubric
was inspired by and adapted from Kesler’s Reading
Response Rubric (2018).

As you can see from the examples, Lela, Bobbi, and
Megan spent considerable time producing their
responses. A labor-based approach would also
clarify that artistic skills and talents are not a
prerequisite for this kind of thinking and learning
work. It may be that some students are hesitant to
engage in multimodal responses using semiotic
resources with which they are unfamiliar or lack
expertise.

Implementing Multimodal Responses in the
Classroom

For educators interested in implementing
multimodal reading responses in their classrooms,
we would like to offer the following six
recommendations:

1. Discuss with students the purpose of their
reading responses. This discussion may
help students understand the learning
goals and the thinking they are expected to
undertake.

2. Brainstorm with students the different
ways they might represent their thinking
about the texts they are reading. Kesler
(2018) offered an array of ideas. Class idea-
mapping might include digital tools and
other analog materials beyond the
notebook.

3. Encourage students to try out a variety of
reading responses (Kesler, 2018). Teachers
could expand the tools and materials
available for representational work in their
classroom spaces. Students could share
their responses so that variety is visible to
each classroom participant.

4. Make it clear to students that they are not
being evaluated on their artistic skills or
expertise with particular formats or tools.
Instead, you could (a) grade students on the
work they complete and (2) provide
feedback on the thinking communicated
through their submitted piece (see Inoue,
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2019). Invite students to share their ideas
on how these responses might be graded
and assessed.

5. Ask students to track their multimodal
response process and reflect upon their
decisions as they work towards their
completed response.

6. Just as teachers demonstrate writing and
written language texts, we recommend that
teachers share how they might construct
multimodal responses with
However, the teacher’s work should not be
presented as a model for students to
imitate—but one of many possibilities.
Teacher commentary might  highlight
process and decision-making.

students.

Conclusion

As Lela, Bobbi, and Megan’s accounts of the
assignment suggest, the blank page offered
students the chance to design their thinking and
represent their ideas using images, words, and
design features. This assignment also presented
students with an opportunity to use tools and
materials beyond those afforded by the computer.
During this pandemic academic school year, this
temporary break from the screen felt significant. In
an era when digital technology is so readily
available and pervasive, it is important that non-
digital technologies not be dismissed. Thinkers can
use pens, paints, paper, scissors, and glue to make
their ideas material, and we argue here that
opportunities to use these tools and materials
should continue to exist. However, we also foresee
classes wishing to expand the digital possibilities
for multimodal reading
podcasting, animation, audio productions are all
potential options for future interpretive work. We
fully expect this assignment, the rubric, and the
way students’ work is shared to evolve. We hope,
however, that students will continue to think,
compose, and design in multimodal ways, choosing

responses:  film,

the semiotic resources, tools, and materials most

apt for communicating and expressing their
thoughts (Kress, 2010).
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