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Purpose 
This case study was conducted to examine the potential applications of multimodal analysis as 
a pedagogical strategy for the teaching of students who may experience marginalization due to 
teachers’ conceptions of literacy and disability. Specifically, this project aimed to utilize Kress 
and van Leeuwen’s (2006) Grammar of Visual Design (GVD) framework as a tool for analyzing 
the creation of one child’s images for the purposes of: 

1. Understanding how visuals may be used as a set of culturally bounded resources 
to express and understand meaning in classrooms. 
2. Exploring the potential of a multimodal approach to and analytic method for 
visual literacy in teaching and learning. 
3. Resisting the dominant discourse of disability that positions students for whom 
oral and written language is not readily available as non-literate. 

 

Theoretical Framework 
Literacy is traditionally understood as an individual’s cognitive skills that allow them to read and 
write with proficiency (Serafini, 2014). The predilection for oral and written language reifies 
“the normal curve and normal people” (Gallagher, 2010, p. 29) and privileges those who are 
deemed “normal” from those who are not. Traditional conceptions of literacy have denied rich 
literacy opportunities for children with significant developmental disabilities because they are 
seen as too impaired (Kliewer & Biklen, 2001) and the “literate construction of meaning” 
(Kliewer, 2008) is reserved for those with a fluency in the basic-skills phonics model. Literate 
citizenship in classrooms then, is inextricably tied to teachers’ ableist notions of acceptable 
forms of expression.  

Viewed from a sociocultural perspective, literacy is a highly contextual social practice that 
people engage in rather than an individualistic acquisition (Gee, 1996; Serafini, 2014). 
Multiliteracies theorists posit the importance of linguistic diversity and multimodal forms of 
expression (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009, 2015). Writ broadly, multiliteracies theory and pedagogy 
focus on a broadened definition of being literate, in which competencies are practiced in 
accordance with particular settings, identities, and social practices. In education, “literacies” 
have come to mean more than that which is linguistic or conventional. “New” literacies serve as 
an “umbrella term” (Lankshear, Knobel, & Curran, 2013, p.1) to describe digitized material and 
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media and that which is “multicultural and democratic” (p. 2), such as civic literacy and critical 
media literacy. In sum, the concept of a single educational literacy is now understood as a 
collective of literacies that help us navigate life and more fully engage in a democratic society. 

At the heart of multiliteracies theory is the acknowledgement that communication is more than 
verbal and written language. Multimodality is a term used to describe socially recognizable 
forms (artifacts) through which meaning can be communicated. Each mode used in a 
multimodal ensemble contributes to the artifact’s overall meaning; thus, the ways in which 
modes are used impact how the artifact is understood (Kress, 2009). In particular, visuals have 
gained recognition as a critical component of multiliteracies theory (Serafini, 2014). Visual 
literacy refers to the ability to make meaning of information that is presented in the form of an 
image. Visual literacy theorists assert that images, like printed and written texts, can be “read” 
and thus require separate and distinct competencies (Debes, 1968; Fransecky & Debes, 1972; 
Chauvin, 2003; Avgerinou, 2009). Being visually literate requires the ability, skills, and 
competencies to encode and decode visual communication.  

Visual literacy theory has the potential to provide a “metalanguage” for which to teachers and 
students can engage in meaning-making that is contextual, subjective, and dynamic. In 
particular, Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) “Grammar of Visual Design” (GVD) is an analytic 
method drawn from social semiotics that allows visual images to be read as “text.” GVD is 
structured around three organizing principles: how objects and ideas are represented (the 
ideational metafunction); how the relationship between the maker and viewer is represented 
(the interpersonal metafunction); and how images are positioned or composed to create 
meaning (the textual metafunction) (Halliday, 1985). GVD provides a theoretical framework for 
making sense of the meanings in visual images:  

1. Sign-making is a culturally, socially, and psychologically situated process. 
2. Sign-makers use forms that are appropriate to their meaning-making in the 
mediums available to them. 
3. Signs have meaning for the sign-maker and are not arbitrary.  
4. The meanings of signs are often unknowable to their readers, but the 
metalanguage of visual images can help readers better interpret sign-makers’ 
meaning. 

Taken together, these principles are the foundation of a multimodal approach and an analytic 
method that has the potential to help teachers reframe literacy and redefine with it means to 
be literate in their classrooms. Teachers who see beyond special education labels and can 
envision an “individual’s citizenship or right to full community participation…and craft 
responsive contexts to which one’s active citizenship might be fostered and realized” (Kliewer, 
2008) demonstrate what Kliewer and Biklen (2007) call “local understanding.” A teacher’s lens 
of local understanding allows them to view every student, including those with disabilities, as a 
full citizen capable and of learning and participating as a literate citizen (Kliewer, 2008).  
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Methods of Inquiry 
This case study consisted of examination of artwork created by my son, James (pseudonym) in 
2014-2015, a then nine-year old boy with a diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder and 
obsessive-compulsive disorder who experiences challenges with both written and oral 
language. I squarely position myself at the nexus of scholar, educator, and mother and 
acknowledge the affordances and limitations such positionality incurs. I chose artwork from the 
aforementioned time period because James 1.) showed marked enjoyment and motivation in 
creating artwork at home; and 2.)  he was denied access to artmaking in his special education 
classroom because it was believed to increase his tendencies to “perseverate, resulting in non-
appropriate behaviors” and thus placed “on extinction” (Individual Education Plan, 2015) as 
part of his behavior plan.  

James’ oral expression was described by his Speech Therapist as: 

James is more available to participate in a reciprocal conversation in regards in his 
recent activities, and or past experiences. Prompts are typically required to get him to 
engage in communication, however, he has begun a conversation by initiating the topic 
such as "Anna, Easter eggs". That is his way of letting his communicative partner know 
he wants to talk about something. He then follows verbal cues to continue the 
conversation by answering questions. James needs prompts to participate in a small 
group conversation. He is learning how to turn to the other person, call their name, wait 
for a response, then proceed to ask a question. James has begun to use language to 
describe pictures. Some prompts may require at times however, he has learned how to 
follow a model and is elaborating on his descriptive sentences more independently. 
James is sequencing pictures and events more readily with fewer prompts. He is mostly 
successful with who, what, where and when. He continues to have difficulty with "why" 
and "how" due to the abstract nature of the questions. James has a good understanding 
of basic and familiar synonyms and antonyms (IEP, 2014-2015). 

James’ written language skills were described by his Special Education teacher as: 

Writing still proves to be a challenge for him. Writing contributes to his compulsions. 
We switched from handwriting to using a laptop, donated by his paraprofessional. He 
started with writing 1 sentence and has increased to writing 3 sentences consistently. 
After which, his OCD tendencies contribute to his starting to cry because he wants to 
write something unrelated to the activity. For journal, James is given a subject by the 
regular education teacher. He then comes up with key ideas with his paraprofessional. 
James is then prompted to use the key ideas to come up with sentences (Individual 
Education Plan, 2014-2015). 

Data collection was conducted naturalistically, at home over a two-week period, whenever 
James spontaneously chose to create artwork. The artwork is characterized as a multimodal 
ensemble (Serafini, 2014) because they combine visual image, text, and design elements. I will 
use the term “artifact” henceforth to refer to James’ artwork. The James’ artifacts, video-
recordings of the artifact-making process, and anecdotals were used as the data for this study. 
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In preparing to analyze the visual images, I found it difficult to apply Kress and van Leeuwen’s 
methodology as presented in their book, “Reading Images: A Visual Grammar” (2006). A brief 
search of the literature yielded no practical application tools for using GVD. I therefore chose to 
create an organizational template that incorporated all elements of GVD that I could use to 
analyze James’ artwork (See Table 1). I organized GVD into three sections corresponding to the 
three metafunctions of visual literacy: ideational, interpersonal, and textual. Within each 
domain, I parsed out the distinct processes that may be used by makers. For example, within 
the ideational domain, makers may choose one of two processes of representation: a narrative 
process that presents unfolding actions and events, processes of change, or transitory spatial 
arrangements or a conceptual process that presents participants in generalized categories of 
class, structure, or meaning. I further delineated the distinct forms of presentation each 
process may take. For example, a narrative image may be represented through action or 
reaction depending on the vector that is formed emanating from a person or object. In my 
organizational template, each metafunctional domain retains its unique sets of “tools” that can 
be used to analyze an image and the template remains true to Kress and van Leeuwen’s original 
articulation. (See Table 2 for an example of how GVD was used to analyze one of James’ 
multimodal ensembles).  

All artifacts were created at home with no help or motivation from myself or others. James had 
easy access to several communicative tools including white and colored paper, pencils, erasers, 
crayons, colored pencils, and markers. The first and third artifacts, titled, “Ann put six chickens 
in a chicken coop” (Image 1 in the following section) and “Kitchen!” (Image 3 in the following 
section) were created with paper and pencil. The second artifact, “Lollipops,” was created with 
white paper, pencil, and crayons (Image 2 in the following section). I developed all titles for 
identification purposes. James completed each artifact in one sitting and the sittings ranged in 
time from approximately five minutes (Image 1) to 20 minutes (Image 3). James displayed pride 
and joy during and at the completion of his artwork by jumping up and down and smiling. When 
asked to describe his creations, James usually responded with single words or short phrases 
such as “hangman” and “color the lollipop red.” I did not include any contextual information in 
my initial analyses, but strictly adhered to the GVD template to see what meaning could be 
gleaned from the artifacts themselves. The importance of contextual information in analysis will 
be discussed later. 

The sample of images in the next section are analyzed using a social semiotic approach (Kress, 
Jewitt, Ogborn, & Tsatsarelis, 2001). Qualitative analysis of these images focused on James’ 
selection of available semiotic resources, modality choices and arrangement of design 
elements. These dimensions were examined particularly in relation to the three metafunctions 
(ideational, interpersonal, and textual) of visual literacy as defined by Kress and van Leeuwen 
(2006). Video and anecdotal analysis was then compared to the image analysis; consideration 
of James’ creation process and contributing contextual factors allowed for a more 
comprehensive understanding of his meaning-making. 
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Data Analysis 
In this section I will demonstrate my use of the GVD template by describing my analysis of 
James’ artifacts.  

 

Figure 1: “Ann put six chickens in a chicken coop.” 

 
James uses a narrative process to represent an event. James’ narrative “tools” include: 
unidirectional transaction (a vector emanates from the chicken’s eye that is looking right at the 
viewer; text without balloons that is related to the image (text refers to chickens and there is a 
drawing of a chicken); geometrical symbolism (line directly underneath each letter of the text); 
and secondary participants that are related to the main participants in ways other than vectors 
(hangman noose and text are related to each other as parts of the game but peripherally 
related to the chicken drawing). It appears that the ideational metafunction of this image is to 
represent the experience of playing hangman.  

James uses many tools, often as part of “systems” that make the relationship between himself, 
and the viewer understood. Contact is immediately established between the maker and viewer 
through the chicken’s direct gaze which “demands” attention. The chicken is viewed from one 
side and has a large, single open eye that take up most of its head space, giving the distinct 
impression that the chicken is staring at the viewer in an up-close and personal way. Further, 
the close proximity of the hangman’s scaffold and text (directly above the chicken) 
communicates that they are meaningful to viewer. A modality system helps a viewer to 
determine the credibility of a representation, further establishing a relationship between 
his/herself and the maker. Modality markers serve as cues for determining the “truth value” of 
a representation. James’ use of black pencil on white paper gives no color saturation, 
differentiation, modulation, or background to the image. The drawing has little detail, aside 
from those features which distinguish it as a chicken (feet, beak, and feathers on top of its head 
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and tail) and little depth aside from some parts which have multiple drawing lines that create a 
slight shading effect. Together, these modality markers indicate that the interpersonal 
metafunction is technical or factual in nature – James provides a straightforward, accurate 
depiction of his experience playing hangman.  

The position of images and text can also be analyzed to understand James’ meaning making. 
The placement of the hangman’s scaffold and text directly above the picture of the chicken can 
be interpreted as an ideal-real relationship. In other words, James is relating the idea of a 
chicken in the form of a hangman’s game and then realizing the subject in his drawing of a 
chicken. Salience is conveyed by the elements that draw the most attention through visual cues 
such as size, sharpness of focus, placement in visual field, and cultural symbols is integral to the 
maker’s and viewer’s meaning-making. In addition, the contrast between text and visuals in this 
art helps “frame” the message that is relayed. The textual metafunction of “Ann puts six  

 

 

 

Figure 2: “Lollipops.” 
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chickens in a chicken coop” can be understood as symbolizing parts of a whole game of 
hangman: the hangman’s noose, the phrase to be guessed, and a picture hint. (See Table 2 for 
the completed Analysis Template).  

The second artifact represents the human world through conceptual rather than narrative 
means (ideational metafunction). The subjects (lollipops) can be interpreted as pertaining to a 
generalized category of lollipop candy: each participant (lollipop) is of equal size and the image 
is repeated five times. Each lollipop is equidistant from the next and the lollipops are laid out in 
a horizontal sequence with an order indicated by color (red, orange, yellow, green, purple) and 
label (Color name, “Color the Lollipop [color name]”). The colors appear to be directly linked to 
the declarative statements written alongside the lollipop stems which indicate to “color the 
lollipop” the indicated color. 

In this artifact, the maker-viewer relationship (interpersonal metafunction) is established 
through participants “gazing out” at the viewer. The lollipops are viewed from the front, 
establishing immediate contact. This effect is heightened by the size of the lollipops. Each 
lollipop fills the entire vertical space of the page and remaining space is used for accompanying 
text. Participant demand, close social distance, and a frontal perspective combine to directly 
address the viewer. In addition, the speech act to “Color the Lollipop” demands the viewer 
attention. A declarative statement conveys that something must be done and requires 
immediate attention. The fact that the lollipops are already colored implies that the act was 
performed by the makerand is being shared with the viewer. When considering the 
expectations of James’ classroom, this could be interpreted as a retelling of daily academic 
drills, but using a subject drawn from his own experience and interest.  

Modality choices also inform the maker-viewer relationship. This visual series has high modality 
in that there is a high degree of correspondence between what we know a lollipop to be and 
what is depicted. Although it cannot be described as photorealistic, it has “higher reality value’ 
(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 159) when considering the importance of color in the subject 
matter that is accentuated by full color saturation and the absence of color differentiation and 
modulation. Pencil lines that depict the outline of the lollipop candy and stick and the swirls 
within the candy are visible but not prominent and seem to serve the single function of 
distinguishing the items as lollipops. The primacy of color is shown against a vibrant white 
background and through the written texts that identify the color used by name and demand 
that the lollipop be colored the named color. The initial use of the color appears to be bolded 
through a technique of writing over the letters several times. The viewer can be reasonably 
certain that color is an essential vehicle for meaning and therefore the lack of other elements of 
modality do not decrease the artifact’s validity. 

The degree to which the images relate to each other (textual metafunction) is especially 
important in gleaning meaning from this artifact. The fact that it is a series and was produced 
and constructed according to a specific pattern tells the viewer of the maker’s intentionality. 
Interpretation of that intentionality can be understood by examining the placement, salience, 
and framing of the images. Because the colors correspond to those in the rainbow (with the 
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exception of the missing blue) the viewer can read images from left to right. Several separate 
sheets of paper were used to create a whole picture: the maker placed in the order of red, 
orange, yellow, green, and purple. The lollipops fill the entire page, colors are sharp and 
vibrant, and text is placed in the same place to the left and right of each lollipop stick. Although, 
there are no border lines used to frame each individual lollipop, it appears that the images were 
meant to be viewed as a series, given the importance of color and the use of different pieces of 
paper placed horizontally alongside each other. The papers actually overlap each other further 
supporting the idea that the series is intended to be viewed as one image rather than as five 
separate ones.  

The third artifact can be viewed as conceptual in that participants are categorically related to 
each other (ideational metafunction). James depicts five items which can be understood using 
an analytical part-whole structure where the “whole” is the kitchen that is made up of “parts,” 
in this case, items found in a kitchen. The set is inclusive in that what is shown is not exhaustive: 
there are many more items to be found in a kitchen.  

A familiar relationship between the maker and viewer is established through the direct gaze 
and close social contact of participants (interpersonal relationship). Collectively, the items can 
be interpreted as having an objective orientation. The maker’s representation is not dependent 
upon the relationship of the maker and viewer: a cup is a cup. In this way, the image takes on a 
scientific or technological role, that is further enhanced by the directly frontal (cup) and top-
down angles (refrigerator, bowl, stool, and table) used. These angles do not indicate the 
position of the viewer, but rather “neutralize” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 144) perspective 
 
 

 

Figure 3: “Kitchen!” 
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and attitude, further enhancing the image’s technical orientation. The primary use of the top-
down angle provides “maximum power,” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 145) in establishing 
“theoretical, objective knowledge” of the subject. The use of black pencil on white paper also 
contributes to image’s technical orientation. Details are minimal – those incorporated seem to 
be crucial to the viewer’s identification of the object. For example, the refrigerator is identified 
partially through the drawing of the handles that might otherwise be identified as cabinets. The 
cup is distinguished from the bowl through the inclusion of the handle and might explain its 
rendering from a frontal perspective instead of top-down one (like that of the bowl).  

The composition of Kitchen! differs from the previous two artifacts in that the placement of 
represented items do not appear to have meaning other than as part of a set; that is to say, 
they are not placed in a particular order and a reading from left to right or top to bottom does 
not interfere with the image’s overall meaning (textual metafunction). The text “Kitchen!” is 
placed at the top, on the left-hand side which may indicate intended it to serve as a label for 
the set.  Further, the image has no central element as items are of equal size, color, focus, and 
perspective (excepting the cup). Certain elements of each item are made more prominent 
through the darkening of drawn lines. The handles of the cup and the refrigerator and the bowl 
lid stand out, perhaps a technique the maker uses to call attention to what he perceives are the 
items distinguishing characteristics. Of note, are the bottom two items which can be 
interpreted as a subset rather than as two separate items (stool and table). Interestingly, the 
side of the table and the stool leg nearest to the table are darkened which lends credibility to 
an interpretation that they were intended to be “set within a set.” Finally, the fact that the text 
includes an exclamation mark is curious, although I surmise it is related to James’ excitement 
and interest in the topic. 

 

Discussion 
As with any mode and method, there were distinct affordance and limitations to using GVD as a 
framework for making meaning of multimodal ensembles. I will discuss these benefits and 
limitations below and make recommendations for further research. Limitations described are 
specific to my use of GVD as a tool for analyzing one child’s multimodal ensemble as the sole 
means for interpreting meaning. 

Benefits of the GVD Framework 
Focus on meaning-making rather than competency. The discrepancy between what James can 
communicate through verbal and written language and what he expresses through visual and 
physical means (e.g., drawing, patterning of objects, and repetitive actions) has been a long-
standing issue in his education. James has always shown a marked preference for visual 
communication and at home uses a variety of multiple media for expression. He regularly uses 
Legos, paper and pencil, colored blocks, paint, and various household objects to represent his 
thinking, recreate his experiences, and express himself. He often creates multimodal ensembles 
that incorporate visual and written language. Generally, James’ teachers and therapists do not 
embrace his primary modes of communication; all schooling efforts have been to help him 
better express himself through oral and written language. Teacher after teacher insisted that 
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because he was unable to verbally retell, summarize, and answer inferential questions, they 
could not move him to the next level of text complexity. Writing posed a similar problem: 
James could write answers to “who,” “what,” “where,” and “when” questions and his grammar 
and syntax was almost always spot on, but again teachers pointed to his needing writing 
prompts as indications of his lower-level thinking.  

The influence of normalized paradigms of literacy and disability contribute to James’ teachers 
identifying him as less literate than his peers and the inability to consistently express himself in 
ways that are sanctioned (speaking and writing) make his inclusion in general education 
classrooms difficult. Collins (2011) calls the reading of classroom actions and interactions 
through the lens of deficiency “ability profiling” (p. xiii). From a sociocultural perspective, 
“identities” are inscribed over time as repeated instances of deficit “positioning” (Collins, 2011, 
p. 14) and result in the disabling of students who deviate from the ideal or norm. Teacher 
perceptions, grounded in institutionalized paradigms and policies concerning the “disabled 
student type” may influence instructional practices, particularly when those students are 
placed in general education classrooms. 

In contrast to the established norms of language in classrooms, GVD is founded on a social 
semiotic theory of language which focuses on language “in-use” as a social practice (Gee, 1998). 
The emphasis on meaning-making, rather than on the proficiency of identifiable skills allows for 
a broader interpretation of literacy and what it means to be literate beyond that which is oral 
and written. Viewed holistically, the three multimodal ensembles demonstrate that James is 
highly literate. He can combine texts and visual images in coordinated ways to express his ideas 
about the world. For example, in “Ann put six chickens in a chicken coop,” James’ combined use 
of text, design elements, and drawing portrayed his experience of playing the game hangman. I 
know this because I understand the context: James and I play hangman regularly when waiting 
at a doctor’s office or at a restaurant and his favorite game on the iPad is “Hay Day” where 
there are indeed six chickens in every coop. The classroom teacher would like James to tell a 
story in a more conventional way, but his preferred modality makes his storytelling no less 
valid.  

GVD analysis makes it difficult to view James as deficient or limited. The focus on meaning 
provides a strength-based, rather than deficit-based approach to James’ meaning making 
potentials. Underlying the GVD theoretical framework is the concept of choice: the freedom a 
maker has to choose what they will represent and how they will express it. GVD, thus, 
highlights the important relationship between the sign maker and the sign on determinations of 
meaning. (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). After an analysis of James’ three artifacts that includes 
consideration of context, I concluded that James makes distinct choices about the use of color. 
James always as access to different writing tools, including crayons, colored pencils, and lead 
pencils. His intentional use of color, or lack of it, is therefore meaningful. For example, he used 
color in cases where color was integral to the communication of his ideas as with the lollipops 
(Figure 2). Because a distinguishing feature of lollipops is their vibrant colors, James used bright 
colors in his rendering. However, in his drawing of kitchen items (Figure 3), the use of color did 
not interfere with meaning and in fact may have distracted from their being recognized. GVD’s 
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focus on an interpretation of meaninallowed me to view James’ use of color as strategic and 
therefore as a strength to be celebrated and nurtured. 

Systematic reading of multimodal texts. An examination of James’ artifacts reveals that he has 
a lot to “say,” despite his difficulty using oral and written language. Multimodal expression, or 
combinations of the modes of visuals and texts, afforded him more meaning potential, but also 
requires corresponding viewer multimodal literacy. The GVD framework allowed me to analyze 
multimodal ensembles in a systematic manner that increased my understanding of James’ 
meaning-making. The process of looking for and identifying elements of ideational, 
interpersonal, and textual metafunctions shed light on what might have been overlooked 
without its use. For example, I might have paid little attention to James’ use of black and white 
in the first artifact had I not used the GVD framework as an analytic tool. GVD focused my 
attention on the absence of color as a possible strategic choice. As hangman is a game that is 
typically played with a pencil and paper, color may in fact have interferes with meaning if the 
function of the image is to represent an experience of the game. Rather than viewing text and 
visual images as separate and tangentially related, I was able to analyze it as a multimodal 
ensemble in which narrative representation and realization were meaningfully orchestrated. 

The systematic process of bringing together discretely identified elements of the text, visual 
images, and design elements in a multimodal ensemble is critically important for interpreting 
meaning. The use of any single tool in the GVD framework (i.e., modality markers) is most 
valuable when applied as part of a larger system of making meaning. My interpretation that 
“Ann put six chickens in a chicken coop” is a game of hangman, is supported by viewing 
evidence drawn from analysis of all three metafunctions: the chicken is darker than the text, 
each letter of text is underlined, and the scaffold is located above text at left margin edge and 
both are located above the chicken (ideational metafunction); the close proximity of the 
scaffold and text that are located directly above the chicken (interpersonal); and the top to 
bottom reading of the game on top and subject of the game on the bottom (textual). I 
understand these elements to be James’ personal experience playing hangman, highlighting 
that the meanings of “signs” are intimately connected to their “sign-makers” (Kress & van 
Leeuwen, 2006). 

Open-ended and universal application. The GVD framework, when applied using the analytical 
tool, has the potential for use for a variety of purposes and in a wide range of contexts. GVD 
allowed me to choose from among many of James’ artifacts to find those I felt would be 
representative of a range of his capabilities and interests. The GVD framework also allowed me 
to approach each artifact as a separate entity and later look holistically across them at some of 
the emerging patterns in James’ meaning-making choices. I concluded that James’ expression is 
deeply situated in his own experience – from game play (hangman, coloring pages) to the 
importance of food (candy and kitchen). He conveys these familiar experiences through the 
strategic use of color, spatial placement, and by combining textual and visual elements.  
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Beyond the GVD Framework 
The ways in which people with autism communicate has long been the subject of scrutiny. Less 
“normalized” modes of communication are even viewed as embodiments of an underlying 
pathology. One of the earliest examples of pathologizing nonverbal autistic expression comes 
from Bettelheim’s interpretation of patients’ drawings. For example, Bettelheim wrote about 
“Joey, the Mechanical Boy” for Scientific America, using the child’s drawing of a robot as 
evidence of a “rejection of human feelings” (Bettelheim, 1959, p. 116) and the desire to be a 
machine. Bettelheim ascribes pathological meaning to the drawings because Joey is autistic. 
Bettelheim’s interpretation of Joey’s drawings reflects the then-current “empty fortress” theory 
in which autism is the natural by-product of motherly indifference and cruelty. Joey is thus 
“storied” into autism, in what Yergeau (2017) calls “the “clericalization of rhetoric” (p. 14). She 
argues that because autistics lack the traditional constructs of meaning-making, both their 
rhetorical modes and their stories are invalidated as deficient, lacking, and even perverse. 
Yergeau writes, “Autistics don’t tell us what we want to hear, nor do they tell us in the manner 
in which we wish to hear it” (p.22). For Bettelheim, Joey’s drawings were rhetorical “products” 
and proof of his pathology. 

While GVD provides a strong framework to support interpretation of James’ meaning-making, it 
needs further development to incorporate a consideration of context. The creations, viewed in 
isolation as “products” present an incomplete “picture” of James’ storytelling. For example, as 
James began to work on the fifth lollipop image in “Lollipops,” I asked him why he chose purple 
instead of blue. I surmised that James’ color choices corresponded with the colors of the 
rainbow. He may have had another reason behind his choice. He said, “Original Skittles,” for 
which I understood that there are no blue candies in original brand, Skittles® candies. Without 
knowledge of this context, I might have concluded that James “missed the blue” or did not 
know all the colors of the rainbow. It might also be relevant that James had gone to the store 
earlier in the day with his father and purchased two bags of original brand, Skittles® candies. 
Another example of the importance of context in interpretation is that immediately prior to the 
creation of “Ann put six chickens in a chicken coop,” James was playing a game on his iPad 
called “Hay Day,” an online farming simulator where participants can plant crops and trees, 
raise animals, and sell products. Taken together, James’ recent learning of the game hangman 
in combination with his love of chickens and the game Hay Day, provides salient and 
meaningful information for interpretation. The importance of context cannot be 
underestimated in both in James’ meaning-making but also in my ability to see James as highly 
literate.  

Important information can be gathered by considering the specific context in which an artifact 
was created. A close examination of the process can yield rich data for analysis. For example, 
before James made “Kitchen!” I observed him using the iPad to look up various pictures of 
kitchen items. He began his search using Google Images by typing the key word “kitchen” into 
the search bar. Subsequently, James narrowed his search to “kitchen things” and eventually to 
“kitchen worksheets.” He scrolled through many pages of images until he found a preschool 
worksheet with approximately ten outline drawings of items found in a kitchen. James clicked 
the picture, enlarged it, and then clicked the “go to website” button where he found an 
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enlarged PDF. James then selected among the ten images and chose three to draw. He later 
found two of the images on another web page after a similar search. These actions are more 
than just anecdote; they provide a rich description of James capabilities and interests that move 
beyond what is actually represented on paper. Contextualizing James’ process provides crucial 
information that supports a more comprehensive understanding of James’ meaning-making. It 
may in fact be beneficial to take anecdotal evidence and video of the making-process as a way 
of incorporating process and context into the GVD framework.  

 

Implications for Research and Practice 

Broadening Conceptualizations of Literacy 
The results of this study indicate that meaning is communicated using a variety of 

modes. Understanding how meaning is made through different modes is crucial if 
multimodality is to be used effectively. Multimodality requires an acceptance of multiliteracies 
as a way of addressing the diversity of expression and communication in human beings. If 
teachers are to meet the needs of learners who have a wide range of communicative and 
expressive abilities and preferences, they will need to embrace that literacy is more than the 
reading, writing, and speaking of written language. GVD is a potential tool for helping teachers 
see the meaning potential in multimodal ensembles and the capabilities of all students in their 
classrooms that should be paired with a consideration of each child’s individual context. This 
requires a critical rethinking of the ways that disability, and autism in particular, has been 
viewed in schools. We must move beyond the pathologizing paradigm that harkens back to 
Bettelheim which strips children’s expression of their contextual details of interaction and 
communication (Dindar, Lindblom & Kärnä, 2017). 

Developing Multiliterate Teachers 
The exclusive use of particular modalities of expression and communication in 

classrooms can have significant consequences for all students. We need to prepare students 
with the skills and competencies for making sense of various modalities, including multimodal 
ensembles. In addition, students have a range of capabilities and interest in different 
modalities. Teachers too must have a wide range of knowledge and competency in 
multiliteracies in order to acknowledge, embrace, and foster multimodality in teaching and 
learning. The GVD framework can serve as sharpening lens for interpreting the meaning 
students are making with multimodal ensembles in the advancement of multiliteracies used in 
curriculum, pedagogy, and preservice education. 

Instructional Applications 
The GVD framework allows for the systematic analysis of multimodal ensembles. Questions 
remain about what, if anything, teachers can do with the understandings they have gained from 
students’ multimodal ensembles. Is it possible to translate information about meaning making 
modes into appropriate learning goals and experiences? Can GVD be applied in useful ways for 
teachers while also keeping true to its focus on meaning-making? To answer these questions, 
more research is needed. I am not suggesting GVD be taken up as intervention is traditional 
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special education assessment in which it might be used to further pathologize interpretations of 
students meaning making. Instead, it could be used to counter those traditional conceptions of 
literacy, particularly by focusing on the contextual aspects of children’s expression. One 
possibility is the development of a protocol for using the GVD to help teachers connect the 
analysis of multimodal ensembles to building rich, contextual, strengths portraits of individual 
students. Teachers might use the GVD framework as one way to assess students’ knowledge, 
skills, and motivations in support of appropriate and meaningful learning goals, curriculum, and 
experiences that build on children’s competencies and interests. The development of a protocol 
that includes contextual information for using GVD may provide a viable link from theory to 
application.  

 

Conclusion 
The GVD framework is built on strong theoretical grounding in social semiotics theory that 
supports inquiry into the ways multiliteracies may be used to inform and enhances inclusive 
teaching practices that recognize and celebrate the myriad ways children express themselves 
and communicate with others. The greatest strength of GVD is its emphasis on meaning-making 
which provides a different perspective of what forms of expression are deemed valid and in 
classrooms. A careful analysis of how meaning is made through various processes and tools and 
a consideration of the individual context of the meaning-making act itself shifts the focus on 
what the child is “saying” and “doing” rather than on perceived deficits and disabilities. A 
strengths-based approach is a necessary orientation for inclusive teaching and the framework 
provides ample opportunities for children to participate in visual meaning-making modes when 
learning.  
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Table 1. 

Grammar of Visual Design (GVD) Framework 

IDEATIONAL METAFUNCTION:  Representation of the human world outside the representational system 
• How does the maker represent an object(s) and the ways that objects(s) relates to other objects and processes so that meaning can be made/understood? 

NARRATIVE:  present unfolding actions and events, processes of 

change, or transitory spatial arrangements 
 

ACTION – Vector emanates from the Actor (main subject)  

• Use participant terms of Actor (who/what is looking) and Goals 

(Who/What it is being looked at) 

Transactional - 

Unidirectional 

A vector is formed by the Actor and Goal  

Transactional - 

Bidirectional 

A bidirectional vector is formed between two Interactors 

(Actor and Goal) 

Non-transactional 

reaction 

A vector emanates from the Actor but does not point at 

any Goal 

Conversion  A chain of transactional processes in which a third 

Participant becomes the Relay (the Goal of one action 

and the Actor of another)  

REACTIONAL- Vector is formed by an eye line of represented 

Participant(s)  

• Use terms of Reactors (Who/What is looking) and Phenomena (Who/What 

is being looked at) 

Transactional  Eyeliner vector is formed between the Reactor and 

Phenomena 

Non-transactional A vector emanates from the Reactor but does not point 

at any Phenomena  

SPEECH & MENTAL – Thought or dialogue is connected to a participant 

by a vector. 

Dialogue balloons A vector is formed by arrow-like protrusion of a 

dialogue balloons or similar device 

Thought balloons A vector is formed by dialogue balloons or similar 

device 

GEOMETRICAL SYMBOLISM – No participants, only vectors indicating 

directionality (meaning is symbolic) 

Pictorial patterns 

(shapes) 

Shapes 

Abstract patterns 

(i.e., arrows, 

Action lines, coils, spiral, helixes, with and without 

arrowheads, etc. 

CONCEPTUAL:  present the participants of the image in 

generalized categories: class, structure, or meaning. 
 

CLASSIFICATION – Relate Participants in terms of a taxonomy (kind, 

type, classification) where one participant (or group of participants) are 

subordinates in relation to another participant (or group of participants). 

Covert Taxonomy Participants are distributed symmetrically across, at 

equal distance from each other, equal in size, and 

oriented towards the vertical and horizontal axes in 

the same way. 

Single-Level 

Overt Taxonomy 

A participant is connected to two or more participants 

through a tree-like structure with two levels only 

Multi-Level Overt 

Taxonomy 

A participant is connected to two or more participants 

through a tree-like structure with more than two levels 

ANALYTICAL – Relate Participants in Part-Whole Structure 

• Uses terms of Carrier (Whole) and Possessive Attributes (Parts) 

Unstructured 

Analytical  

An unordered set of Possessive Attributes is 

interpreted as the set of parts of whole which itself is 

not represented. 

Temporal 

Analytical 

A set of Possessive Attributes is ordered linearly on a 

timeline and interpreted as the set of successive stages 

of a temporally unfolding process. 

Exhaustive 

Analytical 

A Carrier is depicted as made up of Possessive 

Attributes and the structure is interpreted as showing 

all the parts from which the whole is made.  

- Conjoined:  Parts are connected by non-directional 

line or disengaged by layout that separates them 

- Compounded:  Parts are welded together yet retain 

separate identities  

Inclusive 

Analytical 

A Carrier is depicted as made up of Possessive 

Attributes and the structure is interpreted as showing 

only some of the parts of the whole 

Dimensional 

Topographical 

Accuracy 

Carrier and its Possessive Attributes are drawn to 

scale. 
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dotted lines, 

spirals) 

Amplification 

(i.e., bolder, 

increased number) 

Dotted lines, bolded lines, arrowhead size, etc. 

CIRCUMSTANCES – Secondary Participants that are related to Main 

Participants in ways other than vectors 

Setting Contrast between foreground and background through 

placement of Participants, detail/focus of setting, and 

contrasts in color saturation or brightness of 

foreground/darkness of background 

Means  No vector between and its user form a vector that 

reveals an action 

Accompaniment Participant who has no vectorial relationship with other 

participants and cannot be interpreted as symbolic 

 

 

 

Quantitative 

Topographical 

Accuracy 

Size of Possessive Attributes accurately represents the 

number or some other quantitative attribute of the 

Possessive Attributes.  

Topological 

Accuracy 

The Carrier and the Possessive Attributes are not 

drawn to scale but the way in which they are 

interconnected is drawn accurately. 

SYMBOLIC - Represent what a participant means or is  

Attributive 2 Participants: The Carrier’s meaning is established 

by the meaning or identity of the Symbolic Attribute 

through: 

- placement in foreground, exaggerated size, 

sharpened lighting, detail, focus 

- Pointed at through gesture/arrow 

- Looking out of place 

- Conventional association as a symbol  

Suggestive Only one participant: the Carrier establishes the 

meaning through mood/atmosphere 
 

INTERPERSONAL METAFUNCTION:  Representation of social relationships between “makers” and “viewers.” 
• How does the maker make the relationship between his/herself understood? 

REALIZATION: “Simultaneous systems” that create interactive meaning 

between maker and viewer. 

Contact – Communication between maker and viewer 

Demand  Gaze at the viewer 

Offer No gaze at the viewer 

Social Distance – Choice of distance communicates relationship between 

participants and viewer 

Intimate/Personal Close shot 

Social Medium shot 

Impersonal Long shot 

Attitude – Point of view expressed through perspective of participants 

Subjective  

- Subjective - 

Involvement 

Frontal angle 

- Subjective – 

Detachment 

Oblique angle 

- Subjective – 

Viewer power 

High angle 

MODALITY:  Truth value or credibility of the realization. 

 

MODALITY MARKERS - Cues that help the viewer determine the 

representation’s credibility.  

Color Saturation A scale running from full color saturation to the absence 

of color that is black and white. 

Color 

Differentiation 

A scale running from a maximally diversified range of 

colors to monochrome. 

Color Modulation A scale running from fully modulated color, with for 

example, the use of many different shades of red, to 

plain, unmodulated color. 

Contextualization A scale running from the absence of background to the 

most fully articulated and detailed background. 

Representation A scale running from maximum abstraction to 

maximum representation of pictorial detail. 

Depth A scale running from the absence of depth to maximally 

deep perspective. 

Illumination A scale running from the fullest representation of the 

play of light and shade to its absence. 
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- Subjective - 

Equality 

Eye-level angle 

- Subjective – 

represented 

participant 

power 

Low angle 

Objective  

- Objective – 

action 

orientation 

Frontal angle 

- Objective – 

Knowledge 

orientation 

Top-Down angle 

- Objective – 

Beyond the 

Surface 

Cross section/X-ray view 

 

Brightness A scale running from a maximum number of different 

degrees of brightness to just two degrees: black and 

white, or dark grey and lighter grey, or two brightness 

values of the same color. 

Coding Orientation 

Scientific/  

Technological 

Highest modality –black and white 

Color must be central to purpose of image 

Sensory Color is the source of pleasure and affective meaning –

and conveys high modality 

Academic-

Scientific 

High modality is conveyed by images that produce 

general and essential qualities 

Naturalistic Closest to reality – highest modality 

Black and white – lowest modality 
 

TEXTUAL METAFUNCTION:  Formation of complexes of signs which cohere both internally with each other and externally with the context 

in which they situated. 
• How are the images positioned so that so that meaning can be made/understood? 

COMPOSITION:  How the representational and interactive meanings of the image relate to each other 

 

Placement - information conveyed by positioning 

Left to Right Images are read from left to right without a signal or vector indicating the directional value. 

Top to Bottom Images contain elements that flow top to bottom use an ideal/real relationship where the ideal is represented on top, 

with the real depiction shown underneath. The viewer experiences the ideal first, so the reading of that element is 

dominant. 

Given and New As an image moves in meaning from left to right or top to bottom, the contrast between related images can be seen 

as given and new. The given image, read first, portrays something the viewer is already familiar with and has 

established as true. The new, the changed image, represents something that the viewer has learned or will come to 

conclude based on the inner meaning of what is represented in the shift. 

Centered  An element is placed in the center of the composition. 

- Centered - Circular Non-central elements are placed above and below central component (further elements may be placed in-between 

polarized positions). 

- Centered - Triptych Non-central elements are placed either on the left or right central component. 

- Centered - Margin Non-central elements are identical or near-identical creating symmetry in the composition. 

- Centered - Polarized The Center forms a bridge between non-central elements. 

Polarized There is no central element in the picture  

- Polarized – Given/New The left element (Given) is not identical or near-identical to the right (New) element 

- Polarized – Ideal/Real The top element (Ideal) is not identical or near-identical to the bottom element (Real) 
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Salience – Information conveyed by the elements that draw the most attention through visual cues such as size, sharpness of focus, tonal/color 

contrast, placement in visual field, perspective, and cultural symbols. 

Size  

Sharpness of color  

Sharpness of focus  

Tonal/color contrast  

Placement in visual field  

Perspective  

Cultural symbols  

Framing- information conveyed by connection and disconnection 

Absence of framing   

Contrast between two elements  
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Table 2. 

Visual Literary Analysis Form – Completed Template: 

Maker:  DC 

Viewer:  FC  

Artifact: “Ann put six chickens in a chicken coop” 

IDEATIONAL METAFUNCTION:  Representation of the human world outside the representational system 
• How does the maker represent an object(s) and the ways that objects(s) relates to other objects and processes so that meaning can be made/understood? 

NARRATIVE:  present unfolding actions and events, processes of 

change, or transitory spatial arrangements 
 

ACTION – Vector emanates from the Actor (main subject)  

• Use participant terms of Actor (who/what is looking) and Goals 

(Who/What it is being looked at) 

Transactional - 

Unidirectional 

X Main subject (chicken) is looking 

straight out at viewer. 

Transactional - Bi--

directional 

  

Nontransactional reaction   

REACTIONAL- Vector is formed by an eyeline of represented 

Participant(s)  

• Use terms of Reactors (Who/What is looking) and Phenomena 

(Who/What is being looked at) 

Transactional    

Non-transactional   

Conversion   

SPEECH & MENTAL – Vectors found in comic strips 

Dialogue balloons   

Thought balloons   

Text without balloons X “Ann put six chickens in a chicken 

coop” – text related to Actor 

GEOMETRICAL SYMBOLISM – No participants, only vectors 

indicating directionality 

Pictorial patterns    

Abstract pattern   

Amplification  X Lines under each letter 

CONCEPTUAL:  present the participants of the image in 

generalized categories: class, structure, or meaning. 
 

CLASSIFICATION – Relate Participants in terms of a taxonomy (kind, type, 

classification) where one participant (or group of participants) are 

subordinates in relation to another participant (or group of participants). 

Covert Taxonomy   

Single-Level Overt 

Taxonomy 

  

Multi-Level Overt Taxonomy   

ANALYTICAL – Relate Participants in Part-Whole Structure 

Uses terms of Carrier (Whole) and Possessive Attributes (Parts) 

Unstructured Analytical    

Temporal Analytical   

Exhaustive 

Analytical 

  

Inclusive 

Analytical 

  

Dimensional Topographical 

Accuracy 

  

Quantitative Topographical 

Accuracy 

  

Topological Accuracy   

SYMBOLIC - Represent what a participant means or is  

Attributive   

Suggestive   
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CIRCUMSTANCES – Secondary Participants that are related to Main 

Participants in ways other than vectors 

Setting  Chicken is darker than text; each 

letter of text is underlined; Large 

“1” is located above text at left 

margin edge text; both are located 

above the chicken 

Means    

Accompaniment   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INTERPERSONAL METAFUNCTION:  Representation of social relationships between “makers” and “viewers.” 
• How does the maker make the relationship between his/herself understood? 

REALIZATION: “Simultaneous systems” that create interactive meaning 

between maker and viewer. 

Contact – Communication between maker and viewer 

Demand  X Chicken’s eye is almost as large as its face; 

sideways position makes the chicken appear 

as though it is looking directly at viewer 

Offer   

Social Distance – Choice of distance communicates relationship between 

participants and viewer 

Intimate/Personal X Close proximity of Hangman’s scaffold and 

text- directly above the chicken 

Social   

Impersonal   

Attitude – Point of view expressed through perspective of participants 

Subjective   

- Subjective - 

Involvement 

  

- Subjective – 

Detachment 

  

- Subjective – 

Viewer power 

  

- Subjective - 

Equality 

  

- Subjective – 

represented 

participant 

power 

  

Objective   

MODALITY:  Truth value or credibility of the realization. 

 

MODALITY MARKERS - Cues that help the viewer determine the 

representation’s credibility.  

Color Saturation X Black and White 

Color 

Differentiation 

X Monochrome  - one color on whote 

Color Modulation X No modulation 

Contextualization X No background 

Representation X Little detail – chicken has basic features for 

identification (shape, feet, beak, feathers on top 

of head) 

Depth X Little depth – multiple drawing lines of chicken 

create some shading adding to sense of depth 

Illumination X Multiple drawing lines of chicken create some 

shading  

Brightness X Only two degrees of brightness - Black and white  

Coding Orientation 

Scientific/  

Technological 

X Black and white 

Sensory   

Academic-

Scientific 

  

Naturalistic   
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- Objective – 

action 

orientation 

  

- Objective – 

Knowledge 

orientation 

  

- Objective – 

Beyond the 

Surface 

  

 

 

 

 

 

TEXTUAL METAFUNCTION:  Formation of complexes of signs which cohere both internally with each other and externally with the context 

in which they situated. 
• How are the images positioned so that so that meaning can be made/understood? 

COMPOSITION:  How the representational and interactive meanings of the image relate to each other 

 

Placement - information conveyed by positioning 

Left to Right   

Top to Bottom X Ideal – real relationship – chicken in idea form (text), chicken in the flesh (picture) 

Top is hangman; bottom is one element of the text sentence 

Given and New   

Centered    

- Centered - 

Circular 

  

- Centered - 

Triptych 

  

- Centered - 

Margin 

  

- Centered - 

Polarized 

  

Polarized   

- Polarized – 

Given/New 

  

- Polarized – 

Ideal/Real 

  

Salience – Information conveyed by the elements that draw the most attention through visual cues such as size, sharpness of focus, tonal/color 

contrast, placement in visual field, perspective, and cultural symbols. 

Size X Two elements (text and visual) are of equal size 

Sharpness of color   

Sharpness of focus X Visual has slightly more focus because of bolded pencil lines 

Tonal/color contrast   
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Placement in visual field X Text and visual of equal value  

Perspective   

Cultural symbols X Hangman features: hangman’s scaffold and lines underneath letters of text 

Framing- information conveyed by connection and disconnection 

Absence of framing  X  

Contrast between two 

elements 

X Text vs. visual 
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