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Abstract

The article discusses the students’ perceptions of the benefits and challenges of using multimodality, such as the
linguistic, visual, and gestural aspects of speaking. Grounded within the framework of multimodality as a social semiotic
approach (Kress et al., 2014), the study employed a qualitative case study method. Forty students of the English
Education Department at one of the universities in Lampung, Indonesia participated in the study. The data was derived
from twelve semi-structured interviews. To maintain data validity, we invited two validators to review and provide input
on the interview protocol and utilized back translation to ensure the instrument’s validity and the participants’ interview
comprehension. Then, the interview data were thematically analyzed. The findings indicated that multimodality
(linguistic, visual, and gestural aspects) helps students understand through the various modes combined in oral
communication to improve vocabulary, reduce nervousness, make presentations confidently, convey messages orally,
and improve speaking skills. Visual elements were considered more challenging to use when speaking, however most
students agreed that multimodality helped them practice speaking. In theory, students have never learned about
multimodality in learning English speaking. Still, in practice, they had used verbal and non-verbal modes of speaking,
especially in online learning, where in the current study they were assigned to produce speaking videos as the output
of the speaking course. Their speaking project used technological media, including multimodality elements such as
linguistic, visual, and gestural aspects. It is argued that it would be better if students intentionally learned multimodality
theories and praxis as these would further assist them in learning to speak in English.

Resumen

El articulo analiza las percepciones de los estudiantes sobre los beneficios y desafios del uso de la multimodalidad,
incluyendo los aspectos lingliisticos, visuales y gestuales del habla. Enmarcado en la multimodalidad como enfoque
semiodtico social (Kress et al., 2014), el estudio empleé una metodologia cualitativa de estudio de caso. Cuarenta
estudiantes del Departamento de Educacién en Inglés de una universidad en Lampung, Indonesia, participaron en el
estudio. Los datos se obtuvieron a partir de doce entrevistas semiestructuradas. Para garantizar la validez de los datos,
se invitd a dos revisores a revisar el protocolo de las entrevistas y aportar comentarios. Ademas, se utilizé la
retrotraduccion para asegurar la validez del instrumento y la comprension de las entrevistas por parte de los
participantes. Posteriormente, los datos de las entrevistas se analizaron tematicamente. Los resultados indicaron que
la multimodalidad (aspectos linglisticos, visuales y gestuales) ayuda a los estudiantes a comprender a través de la
combinacion de los diversos modos en la comunicacion oral, lo que mejora el vocabulario, reduce el nerviosismo, facilita
presentaciones con confianza, transmite mensajes oralmente y perfecciona sus habilidades de expresién oral. Si bien
los elementos visuales se consideraron mas dificiles de usar al hablar, la mayoria de los estudiantes coincidié en que la
multimodalidad les ayudd a practicar la expresidon oral. En teoria, los estudiantes nunca han aprendido sobre
multimodalidad en el aprendizaje del inglés oral. Sin embargo, en la préactica, han utilizado modos de comunicacién
verbales y no verbales, especialmente en el aprendizaje en linea, donde en este estudio se les asigno la produccidon de
videos de conversacion como parte del curso. Su proyecto de conversacion empleé medios tecnoldgicos, incluyendo
elementos multimodales como aspectos linglisticos, visuales y gestuales. Se argumenta que seria mas beneficioso que
los estudiantes aprendieran intencionalmente las teorias y practicas de la multimodalidad, ya que esto les ayudaria a
aprender a hablar inglés.

Introduction

The term multimodality emerged in the 1990s. Experts such as Kress and van Leeuwen (1996), van Leeuwen
(1999), Lemke (1998), the New London group (1996), and Roth (1994) initiated research in the field of
multimodality to construct meanings in social interactions. Since then, this research has expanded to various
disciplines.
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Multimodality is defined as using more than one mode of communication for meaning-making (Jewitt et al.,
2016; Kress, 2010). With various modes of representation besides language, the preference for
multimodality has dominated print and mobile media. These media use various sources (modes) to make
meaning, such as language, images, movement, and color (Karatza, 2020). Furthermore, according to the
New London Group (1996), meanings can be communicated through semiotic sources, including linguistics,
and visual, audio, spatial, and gestural means.

The rapid development of digital technology requires literacy skills beyond traditional methods making
communication to become multimodal through which people communicate using various modes.
Furthermore, incorporating multimodal elements in language learning is considered important, especially
with the growth of online learning at the university level, as Nugroho and Sakhiyya (2022) stated that the
design of online learning for foreign languages needs careful consideration of social, cultural, and individual
factors to create safe, effective, and engaging programs for today's students. Online learning has provided
opportunities for lecturers and students to become technologically literate; digital literacy has been
achieved, and students’ multimodal literacy skills have also been improved. Multimodal literacy allows
students to produce and analyze information using two or more modes of communication to create meaning
(Ross et al., 2020). Students are expected to learn effectively and creatively using multiple modes, semiotic
sources, and digital equipment at the higher education levels. Therefore, in learning a language, students
must be equipped with multimodality knowledge and trained to use multimodal elements such as linguistics,
images, and gestures in making meanings.

Several researchers have explored the use of multimodality in the language teaching field (e.g., Bourelle et
al., 2016; Acufa Carcamo et al., 2016; Choi & Yi, 2016; Dressman, 2020; Franceschi, 2018; Gyogi & Lee,
2022; Huang, 2019; Jiang, 2017; Li, 2020; Marchetti, 2015; Meneses et al., 2018; Sin et al., 2020; Song,
2018), and these have covered various aspects of language components and language skills. For example,
the study by Acufia Carcamo et al. (2016) investigated the language component of multimodality. The study
revealed that multimodal instructions can affect vocabulary acquisition. The findings suggest that students
in public schools can benefit from multimodality exposure in terms of their vocabulary development at
various grade levels.

Similarly, Song (2018) studied the teaching of English speaking and listening in multimodal contexts with
undergraduate accounting majors. The findings suggest that, depending on the media, multimodality should
be used to present the course materials so students can learn through various methods and improve their
ability to master the subject matter of multimodal texts.

These existing studies have suggested the positive impacts of multimodality in language classes.
Multimodality allows students to improve their ability to acquire vocabulary, to read, to write, and to better
understand the subject matter. The literature also indicates the potential of multimodality in teaching
English. Nonetheless, much previous research deals with reading, writing, and English components such as
vocabulary. Studies on integrating multimodality into online learning and speaking skills are still limited.
Here, Blair and Monske (2015) asserted that, although technology has been widely applied in teaching,
multimodality is slower to enter the online arena, and online classes still often use text-based assignments.
However, in language learning, previously, the focus of multimodality was still related to students' receptive
skills, so there was a need for a movement toward students’ productive skills (Magnusson & Godhe, 2019).
Moreover, Kress (2010) claimed that many formal environments, such as schools, still use traditional ways
to build meanings (making meaning) through writing and paper-based text. In the era of technology and
online learning, there needs to be a change in learning, where multimodality can be a solution, especially in
learning English.

Considering the potential contributions of multimodality to language learning, this article explores the
students’ views on their multimodality practice in an online speaking class. Furthermore, as most of the
multimodality research in the language field has been related to reading and writing skills and the most
frequently studied multimodality aspects were verbal or linguistics and visual, this study focused on students
who used linguistics and visual modes and implemented gestural modes in a speaking class. Thus, with
these idea in mind, this research explores students’ perspectives on multimodal practice using linguistics,
visual, and gestural aspects in an online speaking class. The following research question guided the study:
How do the participants perceive the benefits and challenges of using the three aspects of multimodality in
developing English speaking skills?
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Literature Review
Multimodality

In today’s communication landscape, meaning is rarely conveyed through language alone. People
increasingly draw upon multiple modes—such as visuals, sounds, and gestures—to construct and interpret
messages in context.

When combined with two or more semiotic systems, these modes give special meanings to texts. For
example, in a video, all elements, including sound, images, colors, layout, and gestures, are seen as a whole
to convey a particular message or information. The exchange of information using signs or modes is also
known as “semiotic sources” (van Leeuwen, 2005), as actions and artifacts people use in communication,
whether they are physiologically produced with our vocal apparatus, with muscles to make facial expressions
and gestures, by technological tools such as pens, ink, computer hardware and software, scissors and sewing
machines, and others.

The modes of expression in multimodal texts serve several functions and carry various meanings depending
on the settings in which they are used. Van Leeuwen (2005) contends semiotic resources have a pre-existing
meaning due to their past use and a relevant set of abilities, which will be actualized in a concrete social
context and subject to some form of semiotic regime. For example, print and screen-based technologies
offer different modes of meaning-making in which people use technology in various ways. These modes of
expressions can include words, sounds, still and moving images, and animation and colors (Jewitt, 2005).
Furthermore, Kress and van Leeuwen (2001) note that all semiotic meanings people give to an
object/text/phenomenon are through the mode used. Therefore, multimodality is an approach in spoken
and written communication in which people use various semiotic modes to communicate meanings precisely
and gracefully. This study examined three aspects of multimodality (i.e., linguistic, visual, and gesture) used
in online speaking classes. Linguistic multimodality includes aspects such as a person’s word choices, word
order, pronunciation, and grammar of oral and written language. Visual aspects can include colors, layouts,
style, size, vectors, and viewpoint, usually in still and moving images. Gestural aspects include hand
gestures, facial expressions, body language, and interactions between people (New London Group, 1996).

Using these three learning modes aligns with the multimodal approach theory in communication, as Kress
et al. (2014) presented, suggesting using linguistics, visual, and gestural elements for communication in
learning. A multimodality approach focuses on using multiple modes to represent learning. This approach is
in accordance with the real conditions in the classroom that verbal is not the only way of communicating in
the teaching and learning process. Sometimes teachers and students use verbal communication
accompanied by visuals, gestures, or both.

Multimodality in language learning

Multimodal studies apply new theoretical frameworks and methodologies to analyze communication that
integrates modes outside of verbal language (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996; Smith, 2011). According to
Dressman (2020), multimodality is important for language learning and can help students learn languages
more effectively. Therefore, multimodal competence benefits EFL students in an interactive learning process.
Furthermore, mediation occurs across all modalities with a multimodal approach, e.g., meaning is created,
distributed, interpreted, and reconstructed through various communication sources (Jewitt, 2005; Kress &
van Leeuwen, 2001).

In classes with a multimodality approach, the learning materials are presented to students using various
modes whose implications can encourage students’ attention in learning and improve learning performance
(Moreno & Mayer, 2007). Further in the learning process, students engage in multimodality tasks to create
meanings. In this case, making meaning refers to continuous activities and processes.

Kress (2010) regards meaning-making as learning and Kalantzis and Cope (2012) define it as making a
design which can be understood in a variety of ways. The stages of such a design include design available
(e.g., assignments and study resources), design (student work with assignments), and redesign/new
designs available. From a multimodal perspective, assignments can encourage students to understand the
learning materials better and convey messages. However, the usefulness of assignments also depends on
how the assignments are prepared, assessed, and communicated (Magnusson & Godhe, 2019).

Applying multimodality in language learning has various benefits. Metiti Group (2008) stated that students
in a learning environment with a multimodal design outperformed students in a learning environment with
a traditional one-mode approach. Picciano (2009) also added that a multimodal learning environment
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provides a pleasant and challenging environment where students can learn independently and engage with
the numerous elements available. In detail, multimodality elements such as linguistics, visual, and gestural
modes offer many advantages in learning. For example, Choi and Yi (2016) suggest a visual presentation
accompanies linguistic texts to facilitate students' understanding of content knowledge and that
multimodality builds students’ cognitive and affective engagement with content knowledge. For instance,
using visual representations in learning can help students’ understanding of linguistic texts. Additionally,
gestural aspects, non-verbal aspects, including tone, gaze, facial expressions, body language, and postures,
are crucial for good communication for second language students (Busa, 2010). Rance-Roney (2010)
suggests that students should be taught how to use body language appropriate to the context, for example,
in learning functional language and how gestures are used in conversational strategies.

Therefore, we argue that the multimodality approach potentially offers many advantages in learning English,
especially in developing speaking skills. First, these semiotic sources are used together to make meanings.
Oral communication accompanied by gestures is helpful for attracting the audience’s attention, while
pictures are useful as references to clarify the meanings conveyed orally. Second, in multimodal classes,
learning materials can be presented through semiotic modes, such as verbals, images, and gestures. Using
various multimodal resources can support students’ learning as students can become more active and
attentive, thus improving their performance. Third, the application of multimodality helps students enrich
their vocabulary mastery. It helps improve students’ ability regarding language subject contents, allowing
students to improve their speaking skills. Fourth, multimodal enables students to be more familiar with
multimedia for learning. As Cook and Kirchoff (2017) reported, helping students acquire multimodal literacy
skills requires multimodality. Finally, multimodality can facilitate undergraduate students to practice English
using various modes of communication, which leads them to acquire multimodal literacy.

Current research on multimodality in ELT

Many researchers have investigated multimodality in English Language teaching. In the context of
vocabulary and reading, Acufia Carcamo et al. (2016) found that multimodality can influence students’
vocabulary acquisition. Meneses et al. (2018) also utilized multimodal sources, both verbal and visual, to
assess students’ reading comprehension skills in a science class revealing that teachers should be innovative
in science education and that students can be given several opportunities to learn science and improve their
reading comprehension. Huang’s (2019) research findings highlighted the power connections generated in
texts due to the interaction between the verbal and visual components; notably how the visual mode can
rationalize the constructed power relations of the verbal mode. Similarly, Bao’s (2017) study suggests that
employing multimodality in reading instruction can be effective. The findings also indicated that multimodal
instruction is more popular among English majors because it can motivate students to read outside of class
and foster their confidence in English reading. In addition, Anari et al. (2019) examined how multimodality
affects Iranian EFL learners’ reading comprehension and vocabulary retention. The findings showed that
multimodality improved L2 reading comprehension and EFL vocabulary recall, and students preferred texts
with visuals.

In the writing field, Shin et al. (2020) investigated the writing component of a sixth-grade L2 writers using
digital multimodal texts. Using multimedia presentations in the writing activity, the students created
PowerPoint slides explaining the greenhouse effect and Glogster-based multimedia texts. The findings
illustrated that the students employed linguistic and visual modes in drawing the writing. Then, Magnusson
and Godhe (2019) examined multimodality in the Swiss education curriculum, meaning-making for students
to do poetry assignments. The study analyzed the multimodal approach in language education and how the
Swedish curriculum supports multimodality in learning. This study used a sociosemiotic, multimodality
approach. The students had the task of writing poetry. The poem was viewed from the perspective of
multimodality, that is, different modes and media were used. Cook and Kirchoff (2017) investigated the
implementation of reading and writing graphic novels as a text for teaching multimodal literacy. The findings
showed that multimodal text can to help students develop multimodal literacy skills. Collier and Kendrick
(2016) examined how multimodal compositional processes can affect learning across different forms of
presentation. This study suggests that writing, including multimodal writing, takes time, effort, and practice.
Teachers and literacy researchers must evaluate students’ responses to teacher instructions and the
multimodal environment of classroom composing practices. Using multimodality in a students' writing
assignment allows them to determine media and modes that suit their interests and needs in writing
practice.
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In the speaking field, Marsakawati et al. (2019) studied multimodality aspects, namely evaluative language
and gestures, in an EFL class. In their research, Indonesian students used language and gestures to convey
interpersonal meanings in oral persuasive presentations. Similarly, Peng (2019) examined the effects of
multimodal pedagogy, classroom environment, and willingness to communicate (WTC) in English. The
results showed that the participants considered the teacher’s audio/video and voice/facial expressions the
most satisfying. In this case the visual element of PowerPoint slides was less than satisfactory. The teacher’s
voice/facial expression contributes to the classroom environment, and the teacher’s gestures and spatial
position create WTC. These findings have direct implications for L2 teaching and can enable L2 teachers to
harness the potential of multimodal pedagogy to promote students’ WTC and the benefits of their learning.
Then, Franceschi (2018) combined a multimodal approach to teach medical English effectively. A Gestalt
technique was used to improve students’ learning. Gestalt is a technique to encourage learning through
hands-on experiences. It promotes spontaneity and leads the individual to act and speak rather than just
think or recall something. The students used this technique for speaking practice as they did an exercise in
physician-patient communication. This approach facilitates student memorization of vocabulary and typical
conversation patterns used in doctor-patient interactions, enhancing students’ general communication skills
and relationship-building abilities.

Song (2018) examined multimodality while teaching a college English course on seeing, listening, and
speaking for accounting students. This research categorized multimodality into two categories, language
and non-language. Language studies include 1) pure languages, such as teacher and students’ voices; 2)
paralanguage, such as sound, tone, and font layout in textbooks, PowerPoint slides, and students’ works.
The existing literature suggests that using multimodal, namely visual, audio, gesture, and spatial position,
creates a comfortable language learning environment and motivates students to communicate to convey
messages orally.

Literature has also indicated that the multimodal approach can help improve students’ EFL skills, such as
reading, listening, speaking, and writing, and improve students’ vocabulary mastery. However, only a few
studies have considered the speaking skills and experiences of multimodality in online speaking classes at
higher education levels. Also, these studies have not particularly examined multimodality from the students’
point of view. Therefore, this study intends to fill this gap. Multimodality for higher education students
learning to develop speaking skills was investigated in an online speaking class. Then, students’ perceptions
of using linguistic, visual, and gestural aspects of multimodalities in online speaking classes were examined.

Methodology
Research design and context

This study employed a qualitative case study approach. It was felt to be appropriate because, as Yin (2009)
argued, it allows a real-time analysis of a problem and it can be done to determine individual or group
perceptions. The current research was carried out in an online speaking class where students could
multimodal linguistic, visual, and gestural elements. The goal was to discover students’ perspectives
regarding the use of these elements and to collect their opinions about the perceived benefits and challenges
they encountered.

This study is framed in a social semiotic perspective on multimodality (Kress et al., 2014), based on the
premise that linguistic, visual, and gestural elements as modes of representation in the meaning-making
processes. Multimodal and social semiotic approaches begin from visuals, gestures, and action and have
evolved through their social use into semiotic systems articulated in the same way as language.

The present study focused on undergraduate students in Lampung, Indonesia. This study was conducted in
the post-advanced speaking course in which the students practiced speaking English face-to-face through
Google Meet and their speaking projects. To acquire the data, forty students participated in a semi-
structured interview.

Informed consent

Before conducting interviews, written informed consent forms were provided to 54 potential interview
participants to seek their consent. Then, they were invited to meet on Google Meet. At this meeting, details
of the research project were given and research confidentiality was guaranteed. Next, the students were
asked to fill out to a Google form where they could indicate whether they would be willing to participate in
the study. Forty students eventually agreed to participate. Interview schedules were then set up.
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Data collection

The data collection process began by designing a semi-structured interview protocol, which two
multimodality experts validated to check its validity. Furthermore, back translation was used to ensure the
validity, readability, and understandability of the interview protocol. For the convenience of the participants,
the semi-structured interview protocol was translated into Indonesian. At the back translation stage,
interview drafts were constructed in English by adapting other relevant research instruments. After this, the
interview protocol was translated from English into the Indonesian language. Next, colleagues were invitted
to translate the interview back into English. Then, the English translation was compared with the interview
instrument that had been first constructed and differences were reconciled. Finally, participants were given
the finalized Indonesian translation. The interview included 12 semi-structured questions. The participants
were interviewed individually using Google Meet. These sessions were videotaped.

Data analysis

Interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to find the themes contained
in the data. To do so, the data was analyzed in the following stages. First, the researchers familiarized
themselves with the data by repeatedly listening to the recorded Google Meet videos, transcribing the
interview data, and reading and re-reading the interview transcripts. Then notes were taken to mark the
important points in the interview transcripts. Second, it was determined which data in the interview
transcript needed to be coded. After coding the interview transcripts, all the codes were reviewed and
evaluated and it was determined which codes were relevant to the study. Then, codes that had the same or
similar meanings were combined. The names of these groups were assigned according to the content
(codes). Third, groups that had the same meaning were put into a group of tentative themes. Then each
tentative theme was compared with other themes to identify similarities or differences. This was also done
to find the relationships between one theme and another. Fourth, as the tentative themes were reviewed,
each theme’s nature and relationship was defined. After the tentative themes had been compiled, they were
arranged again based on its significance and relation to the research question and selected major themes.
Fifth, a detailed analyses of each chosen theme was written. Finally, the writing stage was considered to be
the final data analysis step, since last round of analysis could be done as we presented the chosen themes
to the readers.

To further maintain the trustworthiness and rigor of the research findings, member-checking was also
performed in which participants were invited to look at the transcripts and comment on the identified major
themes.

Results

Students’ perceptions of the benefits and challenges of using the three aspects of multimodality in
improving their speaking skills were analyzed. The themes that emerged from the data analysis indicated
that multimodality was viewed positively by the students as it helped them improve their vocabulary, reduce
nervousness, perform presentations more confidently, convey messages orally, and improve their speaking
skills.

Improving vocabulary mastery

The participants described visual elements, such as pictures, as beneficial for students when understanding
and remembering new vocabulary.
Yes, multimodality is good for speaking. If I speak, indeed, I already know and memorize the vocabulary. The visual
element helps me to know the meaning of words. So, remembering the words by looking at the original picture can
be more helpful. (Student 15)
The participants maintained that they were able to increase their vocabulary acquisition using multimodality
aspects in speaking. Some of them found that they enjoyed this because they got new vocabulary they
could use to communicate.
I enjoyed the preparation step on multimodal project because, at this phase, I obtained the new vocabulary in which
the lecturer asked us to make a video, and it was given a theme. So, I got many new vocabularies. (Student 14)
Yes. For example, in vocabulary, we are given a different theme in each meeting, so I got new vocabulary from what
we were talking about. Then, we can learn how to speak more freely and relax by using gestures. (Student 39)
Based on the students’ opinions they felt that if students practiced speaking in English often, they could
automatically increase their vocabulary because the speaking topics changed every two meetings. During
these two weeks of working on speaking assignments, students had enough time to create content that fit
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the topic. They learned vocabulary related to the topic and they practiced speaking independently at home
on a variety of topics. The more students practiced speaking independently, the more vocabulary they
mastered.

Performing presentations more confidently

Participants reported that multimodality aspects made them more confident in English presentations.
Additionally, they pay attention to their pronunciation to convey the message confidently. Speaking with
good pronunciation can give them confidence since the speakers are not worried that many people might
see the speaking video uploaded to the YouTube channel. Furthermore, the grammatical aspect was
considered by the speakers to be necessary to convey the message correctly and clearly.

Grammar and pronunciation need to be considered so as not to be embarrassed when many people see the video

speaking. (Student 4)

Yes, because if we say something that does not match the pronunciation and has a different meaning. (Student 10)

Multimodality makes me more confident in speaking English and makes me practice speaking more often to hone
my English-speaking skills. (Student 6)

Reducing nervousness

Participants explained that using multimodality, combining linguistic aspects with gestures and other
aspects, could reduce their feelings of nervousness when speaking in English. As can be seen in the excerpt
below, some participants said that the gestural element was one of the crucial elements in speaking. For
students, using gestures such as facial expressions, smiles, eye contact, hand, head, and shoulder
movements reduced nervousness.
Using gestures lets us be more flexible. We will be too weird and monotonous if we keep talking and quiet. So, body
language makes me more relaxed and more accessible. So, I can explain the information better. (Student 30)
Gesture is making [sic] us more comfortable in speaking English. I can express my feelings well and be more relaxed.
(Student 39)
They also reported that gestures when used appropriately can affect the speaker’s presentation; for
example, smiles and hand movements can help students be more relaxed while speaking, making it easier
to convey messages to the audience.
Using gestures is automatic. It is convincing the other person you’re talking to. When we talk using gestures, the
other person will understand better what we are talking about. (Student 17)

Yes. For example, in vocabulary, we are given a different theme in each meeting, so I got new vocabulary from what
we were talking about. Then, we can learn how to speak more freely and relax by using gestures. (Student 39)

Conveying messages orally

Participants reported that using multimodal aspects helped them convey oral messages more easily. Some
participants said pictures could be used as material or practical examples when speaking in English to clarify
what was being expressed.
When making [sic] a speaking video assignment, I used body language because it can clarify what we say. For
example, in an assignment, I promoted a product. It is impossible for me to look sad, so I have to be fun, smile and
use gestures to explain the products to the audience. (Student 12)
Using vocabulary, picture, and hand movement help me in speaking. For instance, I think the audience will feel more
convinced when I speak using gestures. But then, visuals can be used to provide examples in speaking. (Student
20)
Yes, it is beneficial. I can be more flexible in speaking if I have prepared the text. Then, I can prepare the appropriate
gesture and visual element so that the audiences understand the information quickly. Therefore, speaking is more
exciting and not monotonous. (Student 30)
Images are mainly used as supporting elements when speaking English because they have the following
benefits: they can be used as support in speaking so that the audience can understand and believe the
information conveyed.
To support the topic of conversation in speaking English, for example, when playing the role of a newscaster,
displaying pictures is needed to support the facts of the news being conveyed. So that the audience believes that
the news conveyed is not a hoax. So, pictures can be evidence. (Student 1)
Images and colors are used in a video to make it look attractive.... visual elements can beautify the presentation’s
appearance in English. So, visual elements support aesthetics. Then, pictures can help to convey ideas in speaking.
Through pictures, viewers can understand what the speaker is saying. (Student 3)



MEXTESOL Journal, Vol. 49, No. 4, 2025 8

Visuals are also beneficial for speakers because sometimes they often make mistakes in pronunciation and
grammar. However, the listener or interlocutor can still understand the message conveyed by looking at the

pictures.

Visual element [sic] makes the audience understand more because sometimes I say something wrong in English,
and then it can be explained more using animation and picture. (Student 16)

When I convey something, if there is an expression, if I add body movements, and if I explain the material using a
picture, the audience will understand more easily. So, it is beneficial. (Student 15)

The benefit of gestures is students are more fluent in expressing ideas, and the audience can understand the
conversation clearly. (Student 7)

Improving speaking skills

The data analysis suggests that the use of multimodalities such as linguistic, visual, and gestural in speaking
can improve students’ speaking skills, as indicated in the excerpts below.

Linguistic
I got a speaking assignment recorded using video, then looked for references relevant to the speaking theme. In my
speaking assignment, I also learned to have good pronunciation, choose the appropriate vocabulary, and use good
grammar. So, I got improvements in terms of pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar. (Student 18)

The multimodality aspect affects my speaking skills, such as in preparing the script, being able to add to my
vocabulary, learning grammar again, what should we use in the sentence. So, it helps to communicate verbally.
Then, I became more knowledgeable about technology, for example in the editing process I understood how to insert
backsounds, effects, and backgrounds like that. (Student 33)

Definitely, it has a positive impact. For example, grammar, pronunciation, and vocabulary facilitate students to
practice English. But, in oral communication, we need to speak using the proper grammar. (Student 40)
Gestures

Multimodality is necessary so that we are communicative in speaking. In speaking English, sometimes I need to
remember what vocabulary is right. Using gestures, I can remember the vocabulary that fits the speaking topic.
(Student 12)

Visuals

Yes, multimodality is good for speaking. If I speak, indeed, I already know and memorize the vocabulary. The visual
element helps me to know the meaning of words. So, remembering the words by looking at the original picture can
be more helpful. (Student 15)

At that time, I have a speaking task in the form of news. The news cannot be made up, there must be evidence, so
I have to insert the video related to the news I convey. (Student 39)

In addition to benefits, students also have challenges when using multimodality aspects while speaking
English. Below are three major themes that illustrate these challenges.

Lack of grammatical ability

The data reveals that students still view grammar as an inhibitor while speaking English. Some students
describe grammar as the difficult aspect of speaking and are still confused about using the right grammatical
rules.

I am still confused about the grammar. Regarding vocabulary, I can use Google Translate. If there is strange diction
[sic], I will try to translate it again. (Student 39)

In my opinion, the most difficult aspect is grammar. The easiest is pronunciation. (Student 40)

Students consider grammar difficult and as it is difficult, they tend to ignore it. They think that without
grammar, they can still speak, but without vocabulary, they cannot convey anything.

Inability to choose the right visual

Students also said that the visual aspect was also difficult to implement in speaking. They found it difficult
to find visuals that could illustrate the theme.

I mostly used linguistics [sic] and gesture elements. I rarely used images because I got [sic] difficulty obtaining the
appropriate pictures. (Student 2)
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I have difficulty with the drawing aspect, ma‘am. It took much work to find a suitable image. I have never learned
how to use proper pictures, animations, and colors in learning. (Student 13)

A lack of adequate editing time

Students also have problems editing, so it is difficult for them when they have to include visual elements.

I have been unable to edit the background when making videos speaking in English. The image editing part is the
most difficult of the three elements of multimodality. (Student 1)

It is not easy in terms of the editing process to make a speaking video. I could [sic] improve at computers. So, when
I edited the visual elements, I had to search and look at the book first. The parts that make it difficult are the addition
of animation, the poster part, and the alternating colors. (Student 40)

Discussion

This study explored the students’ perceptions of the benefits and challenges of using multimodality, including
linguistic, visual, and gestural elements, in speaking English. The research findings show the benefits were
in terms of increasing vocabulary, reducing nervousness, performing presentations confidently, conveying
messages orally, and improving speaking skills. In addition, the findings of this research also showed that
the students experienced some challenges in using multimodality aspects.

Benefits of using multimodality aspects in online speaking classes

First, students experienced an increase in vocabulary acquisition. This study found that linguistics, visual,
and gestural aspects assist students in obtaining new vocabulary and improving their vocabulary acquisition.
It is supported by Acufia Carcamo et al. (2016), who stated that multimodality affects students' vocabulary
learning. The students in the current student were enthusiastic about finding new vocabulary independently
because, based on their perceptions, it was easier to speak if the content-related vocabulary has been
mastered. This is in line with the opinion of previous research that vocabulary size determines students’
success in language learning, especially when dealing with speaking activities (Salam et al., 2021).

Second, using multimodal aspects in speaking were found to increase the students' confidence in their oral
presentations. The more often students practiced speaking using multimodality, the more confidence they
hadin speaking. This is supported by Tyas and Widhiyanto’s (2020) study that showed that students could
be more active and confident when speaking English and could be less afraid of making mistakes. Also by
using appropriate pronunciation, the students in the present research enjoyed speaking more, spoke more
fluently, and were less embarassed on giving presentations. Shak et al. (2016) argued that making
pronunciation errors can be embarrassing for college students, because they are frequently obliged to give
oral presentations in a variety of subjects. Although errors are still found in pronunciation, students’ English
speech can still be understood. In addition, by having appropriate pronunciation, students can be more
confident when speaking, as is supported by Gilakjani (2011) who reported that good pronunciation can
enhance students’ confidence since they can engage in class discussions and talk more freely to other
students. However, grammar still remained a concern for the students in this article, although not as much
as vocabulary and pronunciation.

Third, the use of multimodal aspects such as linguistics, visuals, and gestures was found to reduce feelings
of nervousness in speaking English. For example, the use of gestures in speaking helped students reduce
their feelings of nervousness and resultant stiffness so that oral communication became smoother. For this
reason, Rance-Roney (2010) suggests that it is necessary to introduce proper body language explicitly in
the context of conversational strategies and the study of functional languages. Thus, using several modes
of instruction can foster a positive learning environment in which students are more relaxed in speaking and
can encourage students to continue learning independently as they observe English speakers in videos.

Fourth, multimodality aspects can help students convey oral messages well. For example, the gestural
aspect is a natural mode students use in verbal communication. Consciously or subconsciously, gestures
have been used in speaking. The forms of gestures that students often use are body language, hand
movements, facial expressions, and eye contact. Gestures are an essential role in oral communication. Facial
expressions help the speaker convey meaning. Facial expressions and hand gestures in speaking help
students convey ideas. The speaker’s gestures can reflect their thinking. When the speaker is unable to
verbalize his thoughts, gestures can help him communicate his point, this way the audience can comprehend
the communicating partner (Goldin-Meadow & Alibali, 2013).

Students also used visual of many kinds, including colorful pictures, animations, and backgrounds. The
benefits of used in oral presentations attracted, motivated, and kept the learners’ attention so they could
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understand the information more easily. Besides, pictures could be used as references to clarify the meaning
conveyed orally. Mujiyanto (2017) said providing visual examples to help people understand verbal passages
was essential. With multimodality, non-verbal elements such as pictures can help students communicate
verbally. For example, in an English presentation, displaying pictures related to the topic can help the
speaker convey the message, and listeners who may not be fluent in English can understand the information
better when they see the picture displayed. This statement is in agreements with Choi and Yi (2016) who
said that when students have limited language skills or they do not have fluency in the target language yet,
visuals can help them understand oral messages.

Fifth, this study also found that multimodal elements such as linguistic, visual, and gestural elements were
effective in the students' speaking practice. One of the most popular visual practices involved the creation
of videos. These can help students increase their confidence in speaking and can carry over to face-to-face
interactions. This finding aligns with Busa’s (2015) that reported that oral learning activities such as making
videos benefit EFL students in integrating verbal and non-verbal communication skills. In the videos the
three aspects of multimodality complement each other. For example, in making a video speaking assignment
that contains elements of multimodality, students will have improved their speaking whether they realize it
or not and they have become accustomed to using elements of multimodality and multimedia. The linguistic
aspect helps students improve their language skills, and the visual and gestural aspects help them
communicate meaning non-verbally so that messages conveyed orally can be accepted and understood by
the audience. As Elmiana (2019) stated, by using visual elements, students can learn effectively and help
students practice understanding the meanings of a text’s linguistic elements. This finding aligns with Busa
(2010) who says that in learning, students who are exposed to various multimedia sources such as pictures
and YouTube videos can engage in metalinguistic reflection on how verbal and non-verbal communication
is used in different settings to gain two advantages at once: gaining knowledge about non-verbal
communication, and also practicing oral communication.

The contribution of non-verbal elements, such as visual and gestural, in oral communication, is significant
because speaking requires not only language proficiency but also knowledge of how to use appropriate
language in social interactions such as correct intonation, voice quality, and gestures which accompany face-
to-face communication (Camiciottoli & Campoy-Cubillo, 2018). In addition, Kress et al. (2014) suggests that
language, visual images, and gestures are resources that can be represented as modes of communication.

The challenges of using multimodality

In using the multimodality aspects, students did experience challenges. In relation to language, students
had difficulties in terms of grammar. However, the visual mode was considered to be the most difficult
element for some students because they needed more time to think about and prepare visual objects to
support the speaking content of their video presentations. Students had to be skilled at inserting and editing
images, combining colors, creating backgrounds and animations in. Besides the selected visual aspects had
to support the speaking topic. Choi and Yi (2016) stated that visual aspects were important to help students
understand texts. Then, every visual element used in speaking must have a role in conveying meaning since
it can help overcome communication problems that words can fail to do. Neuroscience research has also
revealed that significant improvements in learning can be achieved through visual and verbal multimodal
learning information (Metiti Group, 2008).

Other challenges that students faced in this study were that students were not aware of the theory of
multimodality. At the beginning of the interview, they admitted that they did not know about multimodality,
even though they had applied elements of multimodality, such as verbal (linguistic aspect), visual, and
gestural elements in the past. Because students did not know the concept of multimodality, they used it to
construct video speaking without clear guidelines and only based on intuitiveness. Students who felt insecure
about presenting their speaking project had difficulties choosing images that matched the content of their
speaking skills and had problems creating visual elements in the speaking project. Some students were not
confident with their work and thought their visual elements construction was not as good as others. Prain
and Waldrip (2006) said that students who understood the theory and could create a connection among
various elements of multimodality had a more sophisticated conceptual understanding than those who did
not. Because of the importance of multimodality in learning speaking skills, especially for adult learners, it
is highly recommended to raise awareness and practice the concept of multimodality in the teaching and
learning process. This way, students would be able to use and integrate various modes into their practice.
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Conclusion

This study revealed that multimodality elements, such as linguistic, visual, and gestural modes, contributed
to students' oral communication. However, a few of the students in this study had difficulties in applying
multimodal elements in speaking, namely obstacles in terms of grammar, a lack of knowledge about
multimodality, and working with visual aspect. Nevertheless, most of them agreed that using multiple
speaking modes could help them communicate. Multimodality helped students make themselves understood
in oral communication by improving vocabulary, reducing nervousness, giving presentations confidently,
conveying messages orally, and improving their speaking skills in general. The current research has provided
a real example of the role of multimodality elements in language learning, especially related to speaking
skills. This learning environment is suitable for application in the current digital communication technology
era. The use of various semiotic modes can help students understand learning well through meaning-making
done by students so that they can learn independently, challenge, innovate, and become technology and
information proficient. It is, therefore, essential for educators and students to know multimodality both in
theory and practice.

In addition, the use and research of multimodal elements in online speaking classes with EFL learners can
contribute to the current literature. First, this study can be used as a reference for learning speaking skills
based on a multimodality approach. Second, this study recommends that students become aware and
practice the concept of multimodality in the language learning process. Third, it suggests a multimodal
approach as an innovation in learning to speak because students can determine their multimodal
representation based on their learning needs. Lastly, this research has provided new insights into students’
perspectives regarding the benefits of multimodality in learning English in today’s digital era.
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Appendix
Semi-structured interview

Multimodality in an online speaking class

No. Questions Answer

You have recently completed a video speaking
1 assignment. Is this the first time that you have created a
digital video?

When you were given the assignment about the creation
2 of the video, can you tell me your first reaction towards
such an assignment?

3 Did you understand what was expected from you?

What are the moments you enjoyed the most while doing
the video speaking?

Tell us a bit about any difficult /frustrating moments (if

5 any) you encountered during the process of this video
assignment.
6 Did you have any challenges or difficulties working on the

multimodality element?

7 What mode(s) did you use the most frequently and why?

Why did you choose to use (or not use) linguistics

8 elements in your multimodal composition?

9 Why did you choose to use (or not use) visual elements
in your multimodal composition?

10 Why did you choose to use (or not use) gestural elements
in your multimodal composition?

11 Tell us about your multimodal composing process in your
speaking project.

12 Can multimodal aspects help you with your speaking in

the classroom? If so, how? If not, why not?

Adapted from Wang (2018)





