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‘I Expect Boredom’ – Students’ Experiences and Expectations of 
Multiliteracies Learning 
  
  
Multiliteracies has been incorporated in the curriculum of many education systems around the world. 
Beyond the broadening of focus in literacy to include multimodal meaning-making, multiliteracies 
pedagogies are also associated with certain pedagogical shifts, such as a focus on bridging the 
students’ out-of-school literacy practices with what and how they are learning in school. This often 
involves appropriating social media as well as introducing popular culture topics in the classroom. 
This article discusses the students’ perspectives of these ideas to inform the teacher’s design of 
multiliteracies learning. Drawing on data collected through surveys and focus group discussions from 
a multi-phased research project on multiliteracies in Singapore, we reflect on the students’ 
expressions of their experiences and expectations on multiliteracies learning. In particular, we surface 
an instrumental view of learning where concerns over examinations and future career prospects cloud 
the students’ learning. We also identify a desire amongst the students to keep their worlds of home 
and schools separate. While the discussion of the students’ perspectives is anchored in the context of 
Singapore, the implications contribute to the global discourse amongst curriculum planners, 
educational researchers, and teacher practitioners who are interested in improving the design of 
multiliteracies learning in their contexts. 
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1.   Multiliteracies and Students’ Views 
  
Multiliteracies was introduced just before the turn of the century as a manifesto for change that 
educators and education systems should make towards the new social and technological realities of 
the world (New London Group, 1996). The contemporary communication environment is 
characterized by the “multiplicities of media and modes” as well as “increasing local diversity and 
global connectedness” (New London Group, 1996, p. 62). As a pedagogic response to the digital age, 
the goal of multiliteracies learning is to develop students to become “designers of [their] social 
futures” (1996, p. 89). 
  
The tenets of multiliteracies are reflected in both the curricular changes and pedagogical shifts 
advocated. The curricular changes involved broadening the literacy curriculum to include multimodal 
meaning-making and the pedagogical shifts are exemplified by the Learning by Design Framework 
(New London Group, 1996; Cope & Kalantzis, 2009, 2015). This framework comprises the four 
dimensions of a multiliteracies pedagogy, which are situated practice, overt instruction, critical 
framing, and transformed practice. Situated practice bridges students’ out-of-school literacy activities 
and lifeworlds with what and how they are learning in school. Overt instruction teaches a 
metalanguage of multimodal design. Critical framing provides opportunities for students to critique 
texts within social contexts and transformed practice facilitates students to apply and creatively 
extend knowledge through the redesign of meaning and texts in their own context. 
 
This paper discusses the dimension of situated practice, where home and school literacy practices are 
bridged. It is a topic that has attracted some research interest in the past, with projects designed 
specifically to utilize students’ existing knowledge as resources for classroom learning. For instance, 
Giampapa (2010) drew on the linguistic and cultural capital and identities of migrant students in 
Canada in teaching the writing of multimodal “identity texts” while McClay’s (2006) project 
capitalized on students’ out-of-school interests such as online chat, and role-playing games for 
literacy development. Likewise, Warren and Ward (2019) harnessed the experiences of immigrants in 



the US for language learning. The attention on situated practice was also evident in Tan’s (2008) 
study which showed how students’ ‘funds of knowledge’ (Moll et al., 1992) could be harnessed in the 
design of a learning project in Singapore. The bridging of home-school literacy practices is also 
expressed through giving students opportunities to create digital multimodal compositions. Creative 
artefacts which students are encouraged to make include comic strips (Danzak, 2011; Unsworth & 
Mills, 2020), videos (Kaiser, 2018; Yeh, 2018), digital stories (Towndrow et al., 2013), websites 
(Walsh, 2007), and even a digital museum with augmented and virtual reality (Ho, 2010). These 
multimodal compositions offer an opportunity for students to creatively express and extend their 
learning through meaning-making with various semiotic modes. These studies highlight the value of 
bridging students’ lifeworlds with school literacy learning as one of the tenets of multiliteracies 
pedagogies.  
  
While the tenets of multiliteracies pedagogies have been developed by researchers and applied by 
educators with the student’s interest and learning in mind, there have been fewer studies on students’ 
perspectives and involvement in the design of multiliteracies pedagogies for their own learning. 
Examples of such studies include an investigation on what students perceived as authentic learning 
experiences in Singapore (Weninger, 2018a) and a review of students’ reflections on their experiences 
of multimodal digital composition after a lesson on video-creation in Taiwan (Yeh, 2018). A survey 
of students’ social media habits and the implications on literacy learning in Saudi Arabia (Sharma, 
2019) and a study on students’ perspectives on the use of digital multimodal texts for language 
learning in the ESL classroom in Malaysia (Ganapathy, 2016) has also been conducted. 
    
Osler (2010, p. 1) posits that students’ perspectives are critical in “making the invisible visible”; in 
understanding their needs and desires as the basis for (re)shaping the structure and content of 
schooling. Students’ perspectives are therefore valuable in shaping the curriculum and pedagogies of 
multiliteracies learning, not least because of multiliteracies’ explicit positioning of learners as agents 
of change. Students’ views can be powerful in shaping the ways that they learn as well. Cook-Sather 
(2020, p. 182) argues that students’ vieiws can “exert influence in their learning context, to transform 
their own and others’ learning experiences, and to expand learning”. The valuing of students’ 
perspectives can also bring about a shift in educators’ understanding on how best to facilitate learning 
and influence pedagogical practice by “opening up spaces and minds not only to the sound but also to 
the presence and power of students” (Cook-Sather, 2006, p. 363). As such, scholars have opined that 
education reforms “cannot succeed and should not proceed without much more direct involvement of 
students” (Levin, 2000, p. 157). 
  
In particular, Furman and Barton (2006) highlight the importance of paying attention to not just what 
students say directly but also what they imply in their responses. They argue that “all students’ 
observable actions, [including] what students decide not to do” are useful data (2006, p. 672). 
Students’ physical, verbal, and even silent actions that suggest disengagement are part of their 
‘participation’ (Furman & Barton, 2006). As such, it is useful to note the reticence, hesitations, and 
silences when discussing various issues as well as the other themes they may bring to the discussion 
unprompted. 
  
It is of interest to engage students directly on their experiences and expectations of multiliteracies 
learning to understand what they like and want. Such an endeavor also offers an opportunity to reflect 
on the assumptions in our design on multiliteracies learning. Towards this, our paper reports on the 
students’ perspectives expressed in a survey of 142 students and across five focus group discussions 
with 34 students. We discuss the implications of the students’ experiences and expectations of 
multiliteracies learning situated in the specific educational context of Singapore, and highlight the 
contributions made towards advancing the improvement of multiliteracies pedagogies around the 
world. 
 
 
 
 



2.   Multiliteracies in Singapore 
  

Since the country’s full independence in 1965, Singapore’s education system has evolved in response 
to various national needs and goals. The early years were focused on the provision of basic literacy 
and numeracy skills through a common curriculum. English became the official language of public 
administration and the medium of instruction in schools, while ethnic languages of the population 
were taught as second languages. The new millennium saw a new shift in educational policies (Lee et 
al., 2016), where teachers and schools were given greater flexibility and autonomy to develop 
students’ potential, interests, and life-long learning skills. 
  
Reflecting this trend, the previous national English Language Syllabus (in effect from 2010-2019) 
broadened the curriculum to include the teaching and learning of multimodal texts. Specifically, 
multimodality-oriented skills such as viewing and representing skills with multimodal texts were 
added to the more familiar language-oriented skills of reading, writing, speaking, and listening. The 
centrality of multiliteracies was further accentuated in the new English Language Syllabus launched 
in 2020. Multiliteracies is explicated as one of the three pedagogical emphases alongside 
metacognition and inquiry through dialogue, so that “teachers are encouraged to pay increased 
attention to multiliteracies, metacognitive skills and exploratory talk in order to help students achieve 
21st century competencies across all areas of language learning” (Ministry of Education, 2018a, p. 
16). A “multiliterate person” is defined as “one who is literate in responding to and using multiple 
modes of communication, such as print and visual text, over paper, live or electronic platforms, and 
with the knowledge of the social context and situation when communicating or using language” 
(Ministry of Education, 2018a, p. 6). 
 
While the syllabus has determined the learning goals and has described the desired learning outcomes, 
teachers are encouraged to teach based on the academic profiles and needs of their students. 
Approaches to multiliteracies pedagogies in Singapore include designing opportunities for the 
cultivation of a semiotic awareness in students (Ho, 2010; Towndrow et al., 2009), the development 
of a metalanguage for specific multimodal texts (Lim & Tan, 2017; 2018; Liang & Lim, 2020; Toh & 
Lim, 2020), and frameworks for the assessment of multiliteracies (Chan et al., 2017; Towndrow et al., 
2013). In light of the range of approaches and instructional strategies available, it is not uncommon to 
observe varying classroom practices in the teaching of multiliteracies based on the beliefs, 
preferences, and competencies of teachers (Lim et al., 2020). 
 
Despite progressive national curricula, studies have reported that the Singapore education system is 
heavily driven by grades and examinations (Hogan, 2014). The system maintains that there are merits 
in examinations and competition, which provide clear standards so that teachers adapt teaching 
strategies and ensure students gain subject mastery (Lee et al., 2016). Not surprisingly, exam-
centeredness has had documented negative effects on English classroom practice in Singapore. Some 
of these effects include decontextualized classroom teaching focused on functional literacy and exam 
preparation (Kramer-Dahl, 2008; Kiss & Mizusawa, 2018), teacher-dominated classroom interaction 
that provides very limited opportunities for dialogue (Curdt-Christiansen & Silver, 2013; Weninger, 
2020), as well as a bureaucratic mindset among teachers that prioritizes ‘delivering content’ 
(Weninger, 2018b). This is despite national literacy curricula that have progressively included the 
tenets of multiliteracies to guide teaching and learning. Given the context of the Singapore education 
system in which the multiliteracies curriculum is implemented, it is of interest to explore the tensions 
and issues that arise in applying the tenets of multiliteracies pedagogies within the systemic and 
cultural constraints.   
   
  
 
 
 
 



3.   Study and Methods 
  
The data for this report come from a multi-phase project on multiliteracies, in the English language 
classroom in Singapore. The project involves a research team of four faculty members, one full-time 
research fellow, one full-time research assistant, three collaborators from the Ministry of Education, 
and one external academic consultant. The first phase of the project was implemented between April 
to September 2019, with the aim to understand how multiliteracies was being taught and learned, by 
focusing on the practices in three secondary and two primary schools, engaging two teachers and their 
classes from each school. Throughout this period, we conducted two classroom observations with 
each teacher, pre-lesson and post-lesson interviews with all the teachers, one focus group discussion 
with six to eight students selected by the teachers from each class, as well as a survey with all student 
participants. All participating schools were publicly-funded schools nominated by our collaborators 
from the Ministry of Education. In this article, we report on the students’ perceptions and expectations 
on multiliteracies lessons, collected from five focus group discussions with 34 secondary students and 
a survey questionnaire with 142 secondary students’ responses. The students were all from secondary 
one mixed-gender classes, aged between 13 and 14. We obtained ethics clearance for the study from 
the university’s Institution Review Board.  The teachers explained the nature of the study to the 
students and the information sheet was given to the parents to give consent for their children to 
participate in the research. 
 
The survey made use of a 10-question 5-point Likert-scale questionnaire (Appendix 1) which was 
administered to all five classes of student participants (n=142), with a completion rate of 100%. The 
students filled out the hard copy survey in class, after they had a few multiliteracies lessons, some of 
which we observed during the phase 1 period. The survey questions were designed by the research 
team, based on 3 main themes: students’ experience with multiliteracies learning (questions 1 to 5), 
students’ perception of the importance of multiliteracies learning (questions 6 to 9), and students’ 
expectations of multiliteracies lessons (questions 10a to 10e). The students were asked to respond to 
each question by choosing one from (1) Strongly Disagree, (2) Disagree, (3) Neutral, (4) Agree, and 
(5) Strongly Agree to express their agreement or disagreement to the statement. The responses were 
calculated into percentages for each of the questions. 
 
The focus group discussions (FGDs) made use of a semi-structured approach with a set of open-ended 
questions (Appendix 2) and were guided by the following topics: 1) students’ experiences with 
multiliteracies learning, 2) students’ views on the teaching of multiliteracies, 3) students engagement 
on social media, 4) students’ views on collaborative learning, and 5) students’ expectations for 
multiliteracies learning. The focus group discussions were conducted in the school hall or school 
library, lasted around 20 minutes within the curriculum time, without the teacher’s presence, and 
without the students’ names being identified or recorded. One member of the team, trained for 
interviewing school students and having experiences in engaging with children, assumed the 
facilitator role of all the discussions, while other members of the team would at times also join the 
conversations. The discussions were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and coded initially 
following basic deductive thematic coding. Thematic coding is used as a descriptive technique to 
identify patterns of experience (Ayres, 2008), in our case the commonalities as well as differences in 
students’ responses to the questions. As these responses were mapped out across the five groups, 
inductive thematic analysis as the second step aimed to establish relationships (Boyatzis, 1998) across 
the initial themes. 
 
The FGDs were conducted with five groups of students from five different classes after they had 
completed a series of multiliteracies lessons. The multiliteracies lessons were designed by the teachers 
independently without intervention from the researchers. Among the five classes, the students 
experienced lessons on the viewing and representing of posters and advertisements (2 classes), vlogs 
(2 classes), and videos (1 class). Some of the lessons involved students creating multimodal 
compositions, such as video clips and print collages.  
 
 



4.   Results 
  

4.1  Survey Findings: Equivocal Responses Towards Perceived Relevance of Multiliteracies 
  

The survey findings indicated that most students (87%) agreed with the statement that it was 
important to analyze multimodal texts (Q6). However, fewer students (64%) agreed that it was 
important to create multimodal texts (Q7). It is also of interest that only a slight majority of the 
students (62%) agreed with the statement that what they learned in the English lessons on multimodal 
texts was useful when they communicate online with friends outside the classroom (Q9). Even fewer 
students (54%) agreed with the statement that what they learned in the English lessons on multimodal 
texts is useful when they communicate face-to-face with friends outside the classroom (Q8). This was 
surprising as the findings suggest that students did not find their experiences of multiliteracies 
learning to be relevant to their out-of-school literacy activities and communication with friends. The 
reasons for this are discussed with the FGD findings in the next section. 
  
In terms of their expectations of multiliteracies learning, two-thirds of the students (66%) agreed with 
the statement that they wanted to have more English lessons that would teach them how to analyze 
multimodal texts (Q10a). A slightly lower majority of the students (63%) agreed that they wanted to 
have more English lessons that would teach them how to create multimodal texts (Q10b). Finally, a 
small majority of the students (62%) agreed with the statement that they wanted to have more English 
lessons that connect what they learn in class with what they do out of class (Q10e). Admittedly, these 
percentages – only a slight majority – came again as a surprise to us. The tenets of multiliteracies 
pedagogies suggest that students would benefit from a greater connection between what they 
experience out-of-school and what they learn in school as well as from more opportunities for the 
creation of multimodal texts. However, this does not seem to resonate with the opinion of a large 
majority of students in this study. 
  
Building on the analysis of the survey findings, we examined the responses of students from the 
FGDs and sought to elicit a deeper understanding of the students’ perspectives on the issues 
identified. We present the results around three key themes to highlight the nuances identified by the 
thematic analysis, as well as represent the diversity of the students’ responses. 
  

Table 1: Survey Findings 
 

4.2  Focus Group Discussion: Appreciation of Multilieracies Learning Mixed with Doubts 
Towards Having More Such Lessons 

  
The students in all FGDs expressed a mostly positive reception to the multiliteracies lessons. They 
frequently described them with adjectives such as “new”, “fun”, “interesting”, and “creative” and 
highlighted the use of technology and authentic multimodal texts as particularly engaging. Some 
students also articulated specific aspects of multiliteracies that they appreciated. They particularly 
enjoyed learning about how to access “deep meanings” in visual texts, as one student called it; 
essentially, learning how to deconstruct multiple layers of meanings in images through detailed 
analysis of their multimodal components. In addition, students welcomed the intellectual stimulation 
of multiliteracies lessons such as the need for inference in visual texts since it prompted them “to use 
[their] brain to think through the answers” and “requires more thinking than MCQs”.  
  
It is noteworthy that the students often characterized the multiliteracies lessons in opposition to their 
‘regular’ English lessons, even though this comparison was not prompted by the facilitators. In other 
words, their enjoyment of these lessons was often framed as a result of the multiliteracies lessons 
being different from their regular English classes. As one student explained, “I find it like interesting 
and fun, cos like, normally, we don’t do advertisements, and normally, we always do like, in- during 
English, we always do paper and pen work. And now, it’s like, we use our Chromebooks”. Similarly, 
from another school, a student reflected that it was “more fun than... just [a lesson on] reading 



comprehension”. The common theme that emerged across the FGDs was that multiliteracies is new, 
even perhaps exciting, in part because it departs from the routine of the English classroom. 
  
This, in a way, may be explained by the fact that multiliteracies has only very recently in 2020 
become a key part of the national subject syllabus (Ministry of Education, 2018a). As such, it may be 
new to both students and teachers, prompting novel pedagogic approaches that students find 
meaningfully engaging. However, the teaching of visual texts and critical reading and viewing has 
been a part of the English teaching and assessment in Singapore for the past ten years. This then raises 
the question of exactly what the students were reacting to as new: the new curricular focus or a new 
pedagogic approach, the latter of which might possibly be prompted by the fact that these teachers 
were preparing lessons to be observed by educational researchers. 
  
The mostly positive assessment the students gave to these multiliteracies lessons was somewhat 
tampered by their responses to subsequent questions about whether they would like to have more of 
such lessons, and what they expect of multiliteracies lessons. For sure, there were some students who 
welcomed the idea of having more multiliteracies lessons, expressing a desire to work with texts and 
topics that directly relate to their lives. As one student poignantly explained, “instead of talking about 
elderly programmes which doesn’t concern us in any way, maybe we should talk about tuition [after-
school learning enhancement programs] for children”. Yet in three of the groups, there was hesitation 
in agreeing with the idea of having more multiliteracies lessons, largely explained by students that 
these lessons are “just the same thing…like the same thing over”. In one of the groups, after the 
researcher had asked, “So all in all, do you have any expectations in terms of lessons with visual 
texts?”, one student drily responded, “I expect boredom”. 
  
These responses are somewhat puzzling. If they enjoyed the lessons so much (especially in 
comparison to their ‘normal’ English lessons), why did the students not want more of them? While we 
have no clear-cut explanation for this question, findings described in the next section may explain 
some of the students’ ambivalence.  
  
 

4.3  Focus Group Discussion: Lenses of Instrumentality 
  
At times during the discussions, the students voiced opinions that revealed an instrumentalist view of 
learning (Albright & Kramer-Dahl, 2009). This was evident in at least two ways: through references 
to examinations and in framing the usefulness of multiliteracies by connecting it to future job 
opportunities.  
  
The interviewers did not ask about assessment or exams, yet references to those made their way into 
students’ talk. When asked to describe what they liked about the way the teacher taught lessons on 
creating vlogs, one student recalled, “[the teacher] explained in class right, you know what you 
shouldn’t do, or what you should try and add in your vlog to get better marks”. Another student added 
that the teacher “directly went through the rubrics” and “made sure to remind us like, what he didn’t 
want to see and what he wants to see, and what would help us get an A”. The students seemed to 
welcome such details and assessment-oriented guidance from the teacher. This is especially intriguing 
given that the creation of vlogs is not examinable in the national assessment, yet the guidance in the 
student’s creation of digital artefacts seemed to have been couched in assessment-centric terms. In 
another group, in response to what they would like to see in multiliteracies lessons, a student 
reflected: “More different kinds of texts, because for the past two weeks, I think we’ve been focused 
on global warming, so like I think like, if the teacher can teach us a bit faster and more effective - we 
can learn more before the exams”. Such subtle references surfaced in every group and suggest that the 
spectre of assessment haunts teaching and learning even in lessons that introduce new, and 
historically non-examinable curricular material.  
  
A second way in which instrumentalism was evident in students’ talk concerned their ideas about the 
usefulness of multiliteracies. During the discussion, we aimed to get students’ input around the tenet 



of multiliteracies pedagogy, that school learning should be couched within students’ lifeworlds as 
well as the goal of multiliteracies learning, that students should apply the knowledge learned to design 
their future. As discussed in the previous sections, a small majority of the students surveyed did want 
to see texts and topics in their English lessons that spoke more directly to what concerned them, while 
also welcoming teacher input on what will help them in exams. When asked directly about the 
usefulness of multiliteracies to their lives, many students located its usefulness in the future, and in 
relation to their careers. As one student explained, “in future, maybe when we are working, we are 
supposed to create a poster, then at least we got some experience”. In a different group, when asked 
whether they would like to learn how to create visual texts, some students opined that “for now, 
maybe not. But in the future, it may benefit me”, while others were uncertain. A student mused that he 
“may not need it in the future”. This was not the only way students defined the usefulness of 
multiliteracies. In one group, students did connect multiliteracies to their current lives as it helped 
them “understand the visual texts that [they] see” and they could “more critically distinguish between 
something that might be not true; that might be fake”. Yet the dominant response across the groups 
still betrayed an understanding of school-based multiliteracies learning as not immediately relevant to 
students’ lives. This we find quite disconcerting, and will return to the point in the Discussion. 
  
  

4.4  Focus Group Discussion: Leave My World Alone 
  
The students’ inability to see connections between their at-school multiliteracies learning and the 
kinds of literacy experiences that characterize their daily life outside of school may be explained by 
their tendency to see the two domains as largely non-permeable. As expected, many students in the 
FGDs are very active social media users (with Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, and YouTube being the 
most common platforms), with many reporting that they created their own multimodal content on 
social media. In at least one group, students expressed a desire to learn how to create videos to help 
them in their social media endeavors, and in general, to include more videos in the English lessons to 
promote engagement. Yet by and large, students did not see the need to include more videos or social 
media texts in classroom multiliteracies instruction as they saw them as mostly incompatible. For 
instance, some students juxtaposed social media and classroom, noting that the language they use on 
social media is inappropriate for the classroom as “[in] WhatsApp, we usually use short forms, so if 
we bring it into class, it will be like not formal”. A similar idea was voiced by another student who 
commented that “YouTube videos are mostly not formal [....] so the teacher can rephrase it in a more 
formal way and we can learn the meaning through it”. The tensions around bringing leisure-based 
texts and literacy into the formal learning environment of the classroom was aptly captured by a third 
student: “every time, if I put something like fun into school, it will just absolutely not make it fun, 
because I will overanalyze it and then it will be like, is this good for me? Is this bad for me? And then, 
just forget about it”.  
  
A second aspect of this division between school and home concerns students’ strongly held view that 
there is no need for multiliteracies lessons at school to teach them how to be critical viewers - they 
already know how to do that. With some exceptions where some students did welcome such 
discussions as part of the lessons, this view was generally shared by the students who felt that 
growing up with social media is something that you learn as part of the experience. In one student’s 
words, “if we know how to control ourselves, if we actually know, like, what to watch and what is 
inappropriate for me to watch, then, like, we do not need much guidance because we know what to 
filter out and to like, only watch the things that… are appropriate”. Critical media literacy to some 
students is a much broader disposition that is based on “moral values” and the students reflected that 
they should “be able to learn and just kind of grow, and like, decide, and if we are not sure, we can 
always ask like someone”. As such, they were notably vocal in asserting their maturity and self-
regulatory ability, expressing a desire to keep formal learning and their out-of-school literacy 
activities separate. 
  
 



5.   Discussion  
  
Overall, the FGD findings enabled a more nuanced and contextualized understanding of students’ 
perspectives of multiliteracies learning in school. Here we would like to further discuss the key ideas 
gleaned from the student data and their implications for teaching and learning. First, students mostly 
enjoyed their recent multiliteracies lessons, which is evidence of the teachers’ ability to design 
engaging and meaningful multiliteracies lessons which students appreciated. This is consistent with 
studies on multiliteracies learning, where students reported enjoyment of their learning experiences 
(Ganapathy, 2016; Yeh, 2018; Thibaut & Curwood, 2018). 
 
At the same time, students’ discussion of these lessons as clearly different and out of the ordinary (in 
comparison to their ‘regular’ English lessons) is worrisome. It indicates a pedagogic practice (and 
possibly teachers’ mindset) which sees multiliteracies not as a holistic approach to language and 
literacy education, but rather as an add-on to ‘traditional’ language teaching grounded in largely 
decontextualized instruction of isolated language skills. Researchers examining the Singapore 
classroom have long identified the systemic issues and structural challenges that limit teachers in 
applying innovative pedagogies. For example, Tan (2006) discussed the constraints of a tight 
curriculum where teachers often feel compelled to rush through the syllabus. In a bid to complete the 
syllabus and allow more time for revisions, teachers often sacrifice the time and space for more 
exploratory ways of learning (Curdt-Christiansen & Silver, 2013; Weninger, 2020). As such, the 
balance is often tilted towards didactic ways of teaching, with a near-absence of inquiry-based 
learning, which is a crucial part of the ‘reflexive pedagogy’ for multiliteracies learning (Cope & 
Kalantzis, 2015; Lim, 2018).  
 
The other constraint limiting the teachers’ greater attention on multiliteracies learning is the premium 
placed on assessment in the Singapore classrooms and how that limits teaching and learning practices. 
Although the new emphases on 21st century literacies in the current phase of Singapore’s education 
reform are expected to de-emphasize academic achievements and ease the stress caused by an over-
emphasis on exam results (Lee et al., 2016), the preoccupation with assessment continues to surface in 
the students’ discourse, as evidenced during the FGDs. These systemic constraints have also fostered 
a subject culture among Singapore English teachers that prizes efficiency over exploration, and 
sticking to known pedagogic routines and avoiding risks (Weninger, 2018b). At the same time, and 
more pertinent to the present study, the goal-orientedness of language education has clearly affected 
students’ attitudes towards school-based literacy education. Our findings concur with Albright and 
Kramer-Dahl’s (2009) earlier observation that the legacy of instrumentality prevails in the Singapore 
classroom where students have been socialized, over the years, in an education system that privileges 
performance and achievements and rewards conformity to standards. The students’ jaded expectations 
are also shaped by the years of experience they have had in the Singapore classroom. While they 
enjoy multiliteracies lessons, many of them do not want to see ‘more of the same,’ find it hard to 
articulate expectations for multiliteracies and in general, reference future careers and instrumental 
uses for multiliteracies, rather than the desire to design their futures. It seems that the spirit of the 
New London Group has become dampened in the contextual demands of its pedagogic 
implementation, and it will take more than curricular reform to effect change.  
 
The second key insight gained from the FGDs concerns the home-school boundary. Many studies 
have highlighted the value and receptiveness of students towards the use of out-of-school literacy 
practices, such as interactions on social media in the classroom (Ansari & Khan, 2020; Gedik & 
Cosar, 2020; McCarthy & McCarthy, 2014; Lim & Toh, 2020). However, in our study, students 
appeared to have compartmentalized school literacy activities and home literacy activities and have 
maintained a desire to keep the two worlds apart. Similarly, students were quick to reject suggestions 
of ethical guidance on their media use perhaps because it was a space that they have participated in 
without much interference or the direct intervention of adults, and they were keen to protect that 
independence of use. This desire to keep the two worlds apart is not surprising. In a study on 
undergraduates’ perception of the use of social media for pedagogic purposes, Neier and Zayer (2015, 



p. 141) reported that while some students saw the potential of social media as a learning tool, others 
were “cautious about the use of social media tools in the education”. It is also of interest to note that 
Neier and Zayer (2015) reported that students in their study perceived the teachers who used social 
media as “able to keep up with these trends… who know what the needs of current students are”. In 
contrast, it is disquieting in our study that some students seemed to be cynical over attempts of the 
teachers to connect with their lifeworld. Some felt that it was not appropriate, others felt that the fun 
would be lost when schools appropriated texts from their lifeworlds into the classroom. The epitome 
of the disenchantment with what school and teachers can offer is candidly expressed in the students’ 
expectation of boredom towards future learning. As Furman and Barton (2006) reminded us, signs of 
disengagement is part of the students’ sounding of their voices and should be taken seriously. 
 
In response to the tenet of multiliteracies to bridge home and school literacy activities and for in-class 
learning to be responsive and relevant for students’ communication needs in the digital age, it may be 
useful to acknowledge the scepticism and resistance that students themselves offer towards this 
endeavor. As such, this may not just be a case of appropriating an out-of-school literacy practice and 
simply conducting a similar activity in class. For example, the use of discussion threads on online 
platforms for comments and likes is a common practice on social media that students are familiar 
with. However, when this practice is appropriated on an online learning platform in the school 
context, it is useful for the teachers to be sensitive and recognize how the shift in context 
fundamentally alters the social practice as a pedagogic practice. This changes the roles, values, and 
power structures, which impacts on participation. A similar position is advocated by Magnifico et al. 
(2018), who argued that appropriating out-of-school literacies as classroom pedagogic practice will 
require a closer alignment in the ‘ethos’ (Lankshear & Knobel, 2007) of the two domains before it can 
be successful. This includes taking into consideration the nature of knowledge representations and 
pedagogic relations (Lim, 2021) when combining a formal, often scaffolded, and product-driven 
learning environment with open, process-oriented, and interest-based spaces.  
 
 

6. Conclusion 
 
In the context of Singapore, there is a discernible commitment to multiliteracies at the policy level, 
demonstrated in explicating multiliteracies as one of the pedagogical foci in the national English 
Language Syllabus 2020. The implementation of the new syllabus is in concert with an ongoing 
review of assessment structures, topics, and design. A decisive shift has also been recently made 
towards reducing the frequency of examinations across the school years so as to create more 
curriculum space for innovation and inquiry-based learning (Ministry of Education, 2018b). These 
policy decisions herald well in bringing about the ecological support to encourage multiliteracies 
pedagogies in the classroom. However, some of the implications from our study suggest that 
curricular reform in one subject is insufficient. Structural issues, related to the assessment-centric 
culture and the premium on teaching and learning efficiency, rather than on preparing learners to be 
designers of their social futures, demand a more systemic commitment to change. As revealed by 
previous research, shifts remain needed to be made in the teachers’, parents’, and administrators’ 
practices and attitudes toward the purpose and processes of school-based learning.  
 
In this study, we contributed to mapping the shifting terrain of literacy education in Singapore by 
taking account of students’ views of multiliteracies. We take the view that understanding students’ 
perspective is helpful in illuminating their experiences and expectations (Rudduck & Flutter, 2004; 
Edes, 2020), which in turn should inform the design of multiliteracies learning. While this study is 
situated and contextualized within the Singapore education system, the observations and implications 
of the findings have relevance to educational systems interested in incorporating multiliteracies 
pedagogies and learning. The views of the students are essential in offering a critical lens for us to 
examine the tenets of multiliteracies pedagogies with greater circumspection and reflect on how 
educational researchers and teacher practitioners can co-design with students multiliteracies learning 
that meets them where they are. 
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APPENDIX 1: The Survey Questionnaire 

 
We would like to know your views on learning about multimodal texts.  
Multimodal texts are texts with language and pictures. Some may have animation. Examples are 
picture books, posters, websites & films. 

Please circle the letter(s) to indicate how much you disagree or agree with the statement. 
SD: Strongly Disagree D: Disagree N: Neutral A: Agree SA: Strongly Agree 
 
1 We use multimodal texts in our English Lessons. SD D N A SA 

2 I learnt how to analyze a multimodal text in my English lesson. SD D N A SA 

3 I learnt how to make a multimodal text in my English lesson. SD D N A SA 

4 We use technology to learn about multimodal texts. SD D N A SA 

5 We discuss in pairs or in groups when we learn about multimodal texts. SD D N A SA 

6 It is important to learn how to analyze a multimodal text. SD D N A SA 

7 It is important to learn how to make a multimodal text. SD D N A SA 

8 What I learnt in my English lessons on multimodal texts is useful when I 
communicate face to face with friends outside the classroom. 

SD D N A SA 

9 What I learnt in my English lessons on multimodal texts is useful when I 
communicate online with friends. 

SD D N A SA 

10 
a 

I want to have more English lessons that: 
Teach me how to analyze multimodal texts.  

 
SD 

 
D 

 
N 

 
A 

 
SA 

b Teach me how to make multimodal texts. SD D N A SA 

c Let me work in pairs and groups to discuss multimodal texts. SD D N A SA 

d Use technology in learning about multimodal texts.  SD D N A SA 

e Connect what I learn in class with what I do out of class.  SD D N A SA 
 
 

APPENDIX 2: Guided Questions for Focus Group Discussion 
 

1. Students’ experience with multiliteracies learning 
(a) How did you find the lessons?  
(b) What do you like about the lessons? and what don’t you like about them? 
(c) How useful were the lessons to you?? 

2. Students’ view on the teaching of multiliteracies   
(a) How did the teacher guide you to explore the multimodal text?   
(b) How did the teacher guide you to make a multimodal text?  
(c) What guidance do you think the teacher could have given to you but she/he did not? 

3. Students’ view on collaborative learning 
(a) How often do you have group work or pair work in the class?  
(b) How do you enjoy working in pairs or in groups?  

4. Students’ engagement on social media 
(a) What social media do you use at home?  
(b) What exactly do you do with that social media? 



(c) Do you want to learn about these social media platforms at school?  
5. Students’ expectations on multiliteracies learning 

(a) What kind of improvements do you wish to see in the follow-up sessions? 
(b) What do you expect about the future multiliteracies lessons? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Table 1: Survey Findings 
 

  Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 
Agree 

Q1 We use multimodal texts in our English Lessons. 0.69% 1.38% 15.86% 46.90% 35.17% 

Q2 I learnt how to analyze a multimodal text in my English lesson. 0.00% 0.69% 9.66% 64.14% 25.52% 

Q3 I learnt how to make a multimodal text in my English lesson. 3.45% 4.14% 37.93% 36.55% 17.93% 

Q4 We use technology to learn about multimodal texts. 0.00% 4.14% 10.34% 50.34% 35.17% 

Q5 We discuss in pairs or in groups when we learn about multimodal 
texts. 

3.45% 4.83% 15.17% 46.90% 29.66% 

Q6 It is important to learn how to analyze a multimodal text. 0.00% 0.69% 12.41% 42.76% 44.14% 

Q7 It is important to learn how to make a multimodal text. 0.00% 4.14% 31.72% 42.07% 22.07% 

Q8 What I learnt in my English lessons on multimodal texts is useful when 
I communicate face to face with friends outside the classroom. 

5.52% 8.97% 31.72% 38.62% 15.17% 

Q9 What I learnt in my English lessons on multimodal texts is useful when 
I communicate online with friends. 

2.76% 6.90% 28.28% 42.07% 20.00% 

Q10a I want to have more English lessons that: 
Teach me how to analyze multimodal texts.  

2.07% 4.83% 27.59% 48.28% 17.24% 

Q10b Teach me how to make multimodal texts. 1.38% 3.45% 32.41% 39.31% 23.45% 

Q10c Let me work in pairs and groups to discuss multimodal texts. 1.38% 3.45% 11.72% 46.21% 37.24% 

Q10d Use technology in learning about multimodal texts.  0.69% 1.38% 13.10% 35.86% 48.97% 

Q10e Connect what I learn in class with what I do out of class.  2.76% 4.83% 30.34% 33.10% 28.97% 
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