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Abstract
This chapter discusses multimodal approaches to the study of linguistics, and representation and communication more generally. It draws attention to the range of different modes that people use to make meaning beyond language – such as speech, gesture, gaze, image and writing – and in doing so, offers new ways of analyzing language. The chapter addresses two key questions. First, how can all these modes be handled theoretically? What are ‘modes’? How do people use them? Second, how can all these modes be handled analytically? What are the methodological implications if one or more modes are excluded from the analysis? The chapter first highlights the ways in which multimodality is taken up in social-linguistic research. It then describes a social semiotic approach to multimodality. The steps taken in such an approach are described and exemplified with case studies of classroom interaction and textbooks. It concludes with a discussion of the potentials and constraints of multimodal analysis.

1. Introduction
Multimodality refers to a field of application rather than a theory. A variety of disciplines and theoretical approaches can be used to explore different aspects of the multimodal landscape. Psychological theories can be applied to look at how people perceive different modes or to understand the impact of one mode over another on memory for example. Sociological and anthropological theories and interests could be applied to examine how communities use multimodal conventions to mark and maintain identities. This chapter describes approaches to multimodality in studies in linguistics, and representation and communication more generally. These approaches are concerned with the socially and culturally situated construction of meaning, and can be applied to investigate power, inequality and ideology in human interactions and artefacts. The chapter is organized as follows. Section 2 discusses ‘social-linguistic’ approaches to multimodality. Section 3 sets out a social semiotic approach to multimodality. Section 4 offers an analytical framework for analyzing multimodal representation and communication. Sections 5-6 show how the framework was applied in two of our studies. Finally, section 7 deals with the potentials and limitations of multimodal analysis.

2. Social-linguistic approaches to multimodality

Speech and writing are the central modes of representation and communication in a range of interrelated research traditions concerned with the social and situated use of language. These ‘social-linguistic’ traditions include conversation analysis (Psathas, 1995), interactional sociology (Goffman, 1981), interactional sociolinguistics (Gumperz, 1999), linguistic anthropology (Duranti, 1997), micro-ethnography (Erickson, 2004) and linguistic ethnography (Creese, 2008). To varying degrees, all of these traditions have also been and are increasingly concerned with modes other than language, such as gesture or gaze. The interest in multimodality is enabled by the use of digital photography and video-recordings of human communication which is becoming standard practice in qualitative research (Knoblauch et al., 2006).

Multimodality is differently construed in social-linguistic work. Some studies are based on the assumption that speech or writing is always dominant, carrying the ‘essence’ of meanings, and that other, simultaneously operating modes can merely expand, exemplify or modify these meanings. This is reflected by fine grained, moment-to-moment analysis of, e.g., lexis, intonation, rhythm and tone, hesitations and restarts, alongside more occasional discussion of, for instance, hand movements or shifts in direction of gaze in talk (e.g. Erickson, 2004). The methodological privileging of particular linguistic resources is also reflected in notions like ‘non-verbal’, ‘paralinguistic’ or ‘context’. Gumperz (1999), for instance, defines a ‘contextualisation cue’ as ‘any verbal sign which when processed in co-occurrence with symbolic grammatical and lexical signs serves to construct the contextual ground for situated interpretation’ (p. 461), thus treating lexis and grammar as ‘text’, other ‘verbal’ signs, such as intonation, rhythm and tone as ‘paralinguistic’ or ‘context’, and any other ‘non-verbal’ sign is either treated as context or placed beyond the scope of the analysis. Other studies foreground the significance of particular modes (e.g. pointing in Haviland, 2003), and transcribe them in conjunction with speech or writing. Yet other studies attend to a wide range of different modes and their mutually modifying effect, emphasizing their different potentials and constraints and essentially moving towards a semiotic perspective on representation and communication (e.g. McDermott et al., 1978; Goodwin, 2000; Scollon and Scollon, 2003).

Multimodality has been central to much theorizing in social-linguistic traditions. Erving Goffman’s notion of ‘frame’ (Goffman, 1974), for instance, suggests how people co-construct a ‘definition of what goes on’ in interactions using a range of different modes. Frames are bracketed through beginnings and endings marked in a range of different modes of communication. Goffman draws his example from Western dramaturgy, with the lights dimming, the bells ringing and the curtain rising signifying the beginning of a performance, and the curtains falling and lights going on at the end of it. In talk, such boundary markers may be realized through shifts in tone of voice and bodily orientation (Goffman, 1981). People are expected to respond or align themselves to such shifts: they ‘not only organize themselves posturally in relation to what they are doing together, but they take on the postures characteristic to what they are doing together at exactly the same moment’ (McDermott et al., 1978: 257).

Such practices of modal alignment can become rather complex when used for engagements within different, simultaneously operating frames (Scheflen, 1973; Norris, 2004). Kendon (1990) shows how a participant standing in a social circle with two others can temporarily turn his head away from the centre point of this ‘f-formation’, while sustaining his involvement in the talk. The participant keeps his lower body in line with the centre of the f-formation to express his engagement with the talk, and uses his upper body to engage, temporarily, with a frame situated outside the formation. When the speaker’s gaze reaches his or her listener, however, the listener is expected to be oriented towards the speaker again (Goodwin, 1981). If not, a pause or a restart follows. The speaker, in turn, can look away from the listener without impacting on the structure of the conversation. In this way, shifts in multimodal displays of orientation can suggest varying levels of engagement within different frames operating at the same time.

While modes of communication other than language are, to varying degrees, being attended to in social-linguistic work, its central units of analysis are usually linguistic units (e.g. ‘intonation unit’) or units defined in linguistic terms (e.g. a ‘turn’ is defined in terms of ‘who is speaking’). Modes of communication other than language are increasingly seen as relevant in social-linguistic research, given its concern with examining situated language and language use in interaction. Linguists working in Conversation Analysis and Ethnomethodology in particular have focused on the role of gaze, gesture, drawing and texts alongside language in interaction (Goodwin, 2001, Luff et al,, 2009). In a social semiotic approach (see section that follows), ‘mode’ is privileged as an organizing principle of representation and communication, and therefore treated as a central unit of analysis.

3. A social semiotic approach to multimodality 
The starting point for social semiotic approaches to multimodality is to extend the social interpretation of language and its meanings to the whole range of modes of representation and communication employed in a culture (Kress, 2009; van Leeuwen, 2005). Central to this approach are three theoretical assumptions.

First, social semiotics assumes that representation and communication always draw on a multiplicity of modes, all of which contribute to meaning. It focuses on analyzing and describing the full repertoire of meaning-making resources which people use in different contexts (actional, visual, spoken, gestural, written, three-dimensional, and others, depending on the domain of representation), and on developing means that show how these are organized to make meaning. 

Second, multimodality assumes that all forms of communication (modes) have, like language, been shaped through their cultural, historical and social uses to realize social functions. We, along with many others, take all communicational acts to be socially made, and meaningful about the social environments in which they have been made. We assume that different modes shape the meanings to be realized in mode-specific ways, so that meanings are in turn differently realized in different modes. For instance, the spatial extent of a gesture, the intonational range of voice, and the direction and length of a gaze are all part of the resources for making meaning. The meanings of multimodal signs fashioned from such resources, like the meanings of speech, are located in the social origin, motivations and interests of those who make the sign in specific social contexts. These all affect and shape the sign that is made.
Third, the meanings realized by any mode are always interwoven with the meanings made with those other modes co-present and co-operating in the communicative event. This interaction produces meaning. Multimodality focuses on people’s process of meaning making, a process in which people make choices from a network of alternatives: selecting one modal resource (meaning potential) over another (Halliday, 1978). 

Social semiotics assumes that resources are socially shaped to become, over time, meaning making resources which articulate the (social, individual/affective) meanings demanded by the requirements of different communities. These organized sets of semiotic resources for making meaning (with) are referred to as modes. The more a set of resources has been used in the social life of a particular community, the more fully and finely articulated it will have become. For example, the way in which gesture has been shaped into modes varies across diverse communities such as the hearing impaired, ballet dancers, deep-water divers, and airport runway ground-staff. In order for something to ‘be a mode’ there needs to be a shared cultural sense within a community of a set of resources and how these can be organized to realize meaning. Modes can also be understood in terms of Halliday’s (1978) classification of meaning. He suggests that every sign simultaneously tells us something about ‘the world’ (ideational meaning), positions us in relation to someone or something (interpersonal meaning) and produces a structured text (textual meaning). Multimodality sets out to explore how these meanings are realized in all modes.

Modal affordance, originating in the work of Gibson (1977), is a concept describing what is possible to express and represent easily in a mode. For Gibson, affordance is a matter of the material perception of the physical world. By contrast, social semiotics approaches affordance in relation to the material and the cultural, social-historical use of a mode. Compare speech and image, for instance. Sound, the material basis of speech, unfolds in time, it is sequenced. This logic of sequence in time is unavoidable in speech: one sound has to be uttered after another, one word after another, one syntactic and textual element after another. Marks on a surface constitute a material basis of image, which does not unfold in time to its audience; the reader of an image can access the spatially organized constituents of the image simultaneously. These different material affordances of sound and marked surfaces are used to mean; out of their historical use new meaning potential arises Meaning attaches to the order of words, for instance, or the layout of a page, and these meanings differ from (socio-cultural) context to context. As a result of these different material and cultural affordances, some things can be signified more easily in an image, others in writing. A number of studies have described modes in these terms, including Kress and van Leeuwen’s (1996) work on image, Martinec’s (2000) research on movement and gesture, and van Leeuwen’s work on music (1999). As modes have different affordances, people always use different modes simultaneously to ‘orchestrate’ complex, ‘multimodal ensembles’. We will demonstrate this point in Sections 5 and 6. First we turn to a discussion of the steps involved in doing social semiotic research.

4. Collecting and analyzing multimodal data 

In this section we describe the steps taken in a social semiotic approach to multimodal research. In some respects these steps are similar to more general ethnographic procedures which are also adopted in much of the social-linguistic work described above (cf. Erickson, 1986; Green and Bloome, 1997), but they differ in their systematic attention to meaning and the ways in which people use modes to represent the world and engage in social interaction.

Step one: collecting and logging data

If the focus is on face-to-face interaction, say, in a classroom, data are likely to include a mixture of video recordings, field-notes, materials and texts used during the interaction, participant interviews, and possibly policy documents and other texts related to what we have observed. In our own research, we view the video recording of a lesson along with the field-notes and the texts collected from the lesson. From this viewing we make a descriptive account of the lesson – a video log. The log is a synopsis of what was going on during the observations. We often include sketches of events, video stills, a map of the classroom layout and trails, and comments on the teacher and student movement. Alongside, but separate from this account, we note analytical thoughts, ideas and questions. If the focus is on ‘static’ texts, such as a book or a webpage, the data are perhaps more readily available, but the logging process is similar in that the ‘chapters’ or ‘web spaces’ will be summarized, possibly including ‘thumbnail’ depictions of particular excerpts and provisional analytical notes.

Step two: viewing data

Multimodal analysis involves repeated viewing of the data. We watch video data as a research team, sometimes including visiting fellows and colleagues external to the project to get their insights and different perspectives. We view video data with both sound and image. We hone in on excerpts that we viewed with vision only, sound only, fast forward, in slow motion – all of which provide different ways of seeing the data. This helps recognize customary acts, patterns of gesture for example, and routines across the time and space of the classroom. If the focus is on static texts, the procedure is similar, individually and jointly engaging with the collected materials, sometimes covering one mode and focusing on the other and asking ‘what sense can I make of this text if I can’t see the images?’ or ‘what sense can I make of the text if I change its layout?’ Viewing the data alongside the logs and organizing it in light of the research questions serves to generate criteria for sampling the data, refining and generating new questions, and developing analytical ideas.

Step three: sampling data

Using video to collect data produces rich data and often a lot of it. Multimodal transcription and analysis are intensive. It can take hours to transcribe an excerpt of a few minutes. With a focus on all the modes in play it is generally not feasible nor necessary to analyze all the video of a lesson in detail. For this reason we sample the video data to select instances (episodes) for detailed analysis. With static texts, transcription works differently and may not be as laborious, but here too a fine-grained, multimodal analysis demands selection of focal texts–pages from books or websites. How to select these episodes or focal texts is a difficult question and one that is intimately guided by the research question; we tend to focus on those moments in the interaction or in the static text where the interaction order is disturbed or where a convention is broken, as it is on those occasions where power relations and ideologies become manifest (cf. a student contesting the teacher–in interaction or by using an unconventional layout for an assignment). We may focus on what stands out, but always return to the whole data corpus to test our analysis of the selected texts against it. 


Step four: transcribing and analyzing data 

Linguistic notions of transcription refer to the ‘translation’ of speech into writing. In this tradition, transcription conventions are used to express features of speech, such as intonation, hesitations, or pauses, which are not normally expressed in writing. But even if one adopts the most sophisticated set of conventions, the transcriber has to accept that there are details which are lost; the letters merely suggest the phonemic interpretation of sounds, not the actual sounds; ‘accents’ and voice quality is lost, and so forth. At the same time, what is gained from the transcript is the potential to rearrange speech units to enable certain aspects to come to the fore, such as the synchrony or asynchrony of speakers, their turn taking patterns, or their repeated use of certain lexical items. From a multimodal perspective, the instance of communication originally produced and selected for further analysis is not necessarily limited to speech or writing, and the resulting entity is not necessarily limited to writing. The ‘transductions’ involved in a multimodal transcript are therefore potentially more varied than those involved in the transduction from speech to writing. As a consequence, where first we only had to attend to the gains and losses involved in a move from speech to writing, now we also need to address gains and losses resulting from a move from gesture, gaze, posture and other embodied modes of communication to image, writing, layout, colour, and other graphic modes available in print.

Transcription may not seem to be an issue if the focus is on static texts, but the ‘original’ books or web pages are transformed for analytical and rhetorical purposes. Pages from the book may be digitized and read from the screen, and web pages may be printed out and analyzed on paper. Some modes – image, writing, layout, colour – may be available in both media, but others – moving image – may get lost when moving from screen to print. In the case of video data, there are different ways of making multimodal transcripts (see Flewitt et al, 2009; Norris, 2004; Baldry & Thibault, 2005). We transcribe video data using a range of descriptive dimensions to describe gaze, gesture, movement, body posture, the semiotic objects of action, image, and speech (Jewitt and Kress, 2003). 

In the next sections we discuss two examples to show how the steps outlined above can be applied in research on classroom interaction and textbooks.

5. Speech in a multimodal world: A social semiotic study of classroom interaction 
The case study presented in this section is drawn from the research project ‘The Production of School English’ (Kress et al, 2005), set in London. This project took a multimodal approach to address the following questions: ‘How is English produced? What does English become when it is interactively constructed in classrooms marked by social, cultural and linguistic diversity?’ Project data included teacher and student interviews, video recordings and observation of half-term topic units of 9 teachers in 3 London schools. 

Following the steps outlined in Section 4 above, the video data and observation notes were used to produce descriptive accounts and video logs of each lesson: a multimodal commentary on curricular content, interaction and practices, sketches and maps of events, and so on. In the lesson discussed here, the teacher, Irene, is teaching a short story as part of the Key Stage Four National Curriculum requirements for ‘wider reading’. The text she has chosen is a short story by William Trevor, Teresa’s Wedding. It examines the relationships among an Irish Catholic family and their friends and partners, as revealed at a wedding reception. The teacher’s curriculum objective is to develop students’ skills in providing evidence from the text to justify their interpretations of these characters, including their (own) feelings and motives.

The video data was viewed with the video logs, in order to organize it thematically in light of the research questions and to generate criteria for data sampling. The video data was sampled to select instances (episodes) that showed how curriculum concepts and policy features (e.g. ‘ability’) were realized in the classroom. The episode discussed here appeared to be a critical incident – one of debate – where the discursive organization of the classroom changed significantly. At the start of this ‘critical incident’, the teacher moved from a formal posture and position (seated in an upright posture at a desk at the front-centre of the classroom) to an informal one (sitting on the edge of a desk at the front-left side of the classroom). This marked and, we argue, produced a significant change in the discourses adopted from then on by both the teacher and the students.

Once the video data was sampled into manageable ‘chunks’ of data, the video excerpts were viewed repeatedly. They were transcribed to provide a detailed multimodal account of the video data, using a column indicating the time, and a series of columns in which each mode was described. These descriptions included sketches and screen grabs to represent shifts in the position of participants. The analysis centered around three different ‘starting points’, or steps, each of which is briefly described below.

The first starting point foregrounds the idea of mode. A number of modes are key to the interaction in this episode (and this is typical of the multimodal interactions we observed in the data): gesture, gaze, body posture, movement, spatiality, talk, writing/diagram, the teacher’s interaction with the textbook. For example, through gesture the teacher transformed a simple diagram she had drawn on the blackboard (the word ‘women’, followed by a vertical black line, followed by the word ‘men’) into an analytical grid for use on the text. Augmenting the ‘line’ acting as a division between ‘women’ and ‘men’ on the blackboard, the teacher gestured with her hand to create a barrier in front of her body between herself and a male student, Peter. As she did this she said, “there’s a line between male and female it seems…” . Her gesture served to realise the ‘line’ between men and women as a physical, material one. She gestured back at the line of the diagram and by so doing, she linked the line on the board with the physical barrier she had created between herself and Peter: she embodied the separation of men and women. Later she repeated this gesture with reference to all the ‘men’ in the room, relating the violence and sexism of the male characters to the male students through her use of gaze. Moreover, she gazed directly at Christopher, who had earlier in the discussion made a punching gesture in response to the teacher’s question of how he might feel with respect to the infidelity experienced by one of the male characters in the story. 

Analysing modes individually, while analytically useful, is also problematic in the way it breaks up the interaction into separate modes. This problem is overcome by looking at all the modes together and asking how it is that they interact (this is the second analytical stage). In the example discussed above, for instance, looking at how gaze and gesture were used by the teacher showed that there was a pattern in how these two modes were used throughout the lesson. The teacher used gaze to nominate students to talk and to link her spoken statements to particular students – for example when talking about male violence in the story she stared at one of the boys. She used gesture to orchestrate a debate which tacitly separated the class into girls and boys. Through her gesture and gaze the teacher restrained and encouraged individual students to talk and she was also able to carefully select which boys contributed to the debate. 

The third analytical starting point seeks to understand the communication practices of the teacher (i.e. why and how she set up a gendered debate) through the social principles at work across modes. We analyzed how the teacher rhetorically ‘orchestrated’ the students, and deployed her knowledge of her students and their lives to construct a seemingly simple framework of gender which they could use in a successful ‘personal response’ and interpretation of the story for the purposes of assessment. The focus of this lesson is on drawing out and establishing ways of examining the construction of gender in the story being studied and also in relation to the lived experiences of the students in the class.

Each of the above three steps offers a different perspective for the analysis of meaning. Combining them overcomes the problems inherent in each. This framework also provides different scales of analysis: moving from semiotic resource and individual modes, to semiotic and social principles at the level of text and interaction. The short excerpts analysed are also then contextualised in the broader context of the series of lessons that they were taken from. Insights, findings or questions that emerged from the analysis of the critical instances of learning were later explored in relation to the larger data set where appropriate.

6. Writing in a multimodal world: A social semiotic study of learning resources

In this study on contemporary textbooks and learning resources (Bezemer and Kress, 2008) we addressed two questions. First, what exactly has changed in the graphic designs of learning resources for secondary school students over the last century? Second, what may have been gained and what may have been lost in potential for learning as a result of these changes? We compiled a corpus of multimodal, hyper- or interrelated ‘texts’ (‘lessons’, ‘units’, ‘chapters’, ‘exercises’ from textbooks, workbooks, websites), categorised according to variables that relate to the graphic design of these texts: subject and year group on the one hand, and era and dominant medium of dissemination (book or screen) on the other. We digitized all texts and kept an index of all materials with hyperlinks to their pfd-versions. We then browsed through the materials, comparing and contrasting texts from different eras and different subjects, before zooming in on particular sets of examples: excerpts covering different eras but the same topic; say, ‘poetry’, or ‘digestion’.

The focal excerpts were then analyzed in detail, attending to the different modes in operation. Figures 1 and 2 below, provide examples where analysis showed that the contemporary display in educational texts has changed from a one-dimensional, ruled site of display for writing (and possibilities for embedding image) to a two-dimensional, open site of display for graphic representation. We found that this change has had three effects (briefly discussed below): on the segmentation, the layout and the directionality of the text.

Figure 1: Drawing after Mamour (1934)

Figure 2: Drawing after Brindle et al. (2002)
In Figure 1, from a textbook published in 1934, we identified different ‘bits of text’: an introduction, a poem, a painting, questions. The left-hand page shows a painting of John Milton dictating one of his seminal poems to his daughters. The introduction on the right-hand page sets the historical context for John Milton’s ‘l’Allegro’. The poem begins on the right-hand page and continues overleaf, up until page 88. Questions about the poem are then put. The next section of the textbook continues with ‘language study’, ‘word study’, ‘writing’, ‘speech training’, ‘written composition’ and ‘illustration’. We can graphically identify these ‘bits of text’ – the segmentation of the text: their distinctive use of modes, titles, headings, margins, captions, numbering and placement on the page separates one bit of text from the other. Similarly, in Figure 2, from a textbook published in 2002, we recognize separate blocks of writing and photographs, through their distinctive use of modes, titles, margins, bullets, and placement on the page, but also through the use of colour and font. The boundaries between different bits of text now present themselves much more profoundly. Written text is placed in boxes, and these boxes are placed at variable distances from each other. Different functions of different bits of text are marked off: ‘Assessment objectives’, for instance, are placed in a separate box and given a distinctive colour. Compared to the 1934 example, then, the text seems to be organized by different pedagogic categories, and these are much more distinctively marked. Where in the 1930s textbook the boundaries between different units were realized as ‘breaks’, such as a small indentation at the beginning of a new paragraph, maintaining a fairly strong sense of ‘continuity’, in the contemporary textbook the boundaries are much sharper.

The change in the site of display has also given raise to the development of layout as a mode of representation. In Excerpt 2, the placement of five chunks on one and the same page and their shared background suggests that we are dealing with a unit of some kind: we know that these chunks are related somehow. The small overlaps of the various chunks strengthen these connections. The distribution of modes suggests a division of some kind: two parts use image, three parts use writing. This potential divide is reiterated through the tilted placement of the images as opposed to the straight positioning of the text blocks. Indeed, when ‘reading’ the chunks we engage in two different historical accounts. The writing produces a general, factual, hence somewhat distanced account, whereas the images produce a spatially and temporally more specific, personal account of these events. While the distribution of modes may suggest a division, the relative placement of the parts suggests that image and writing are not contrasted. The parts are placed in a cross, suggesting integration, whereas a contrast could have been realized by placing the images next to the written text blocks. Through cross-placement, a discourse of ‘national histories’ and a discourse of ‘personal histories’ are brought together. In the same way, the black-and-white and full colour images may suggest some kind of contrast, but the placement of these images does not. The difference in colour reiterates the contrast suggested by the ethnic differences of the people represented, while the layout reiterates the similarity suggested by the despair of the people represented. The people represented on the photographs were not enemies but going through the same ordeal.

The change in the site of display also means that directionality has changed. In Figure 1, the text is entirely sequentially organized (a ‘first-then’ principle): the learner was supposed to read from page one through to the last page, and to read, on each page, from the top left corner to the bottom right corner. The order in which learners engaged with the parts of the text was fixed, by the designer. In Figure 2, on the other hand, the reader is required to follow more of a ‘back-and-forth’ principle, moving between the text blocks and the images, but leaving room for learners to pursue their preferred navigation path.

This kind of analysis enables us to explore connections between the observed representational changes and changes in the wider educational and social landscape. The change in textual segmentation may be related to the increasingly detailed prescriptions of – in this case – the form and assessment requirements of the UK national curriculum into contents, learning objectives, themes (to which specific amounts of time are allocated). It may also be related to the shift in the site of knowledge production from the textbook to the classroom, where students are now required to participate in a range of different communal activities. The development of the mode of layout and its resources for the arrangement of ‘chunks’ of text on a site of display may be related to another change: where previously the open, two-dimensional site of display was found in ‘informal’ or ‘unofficial’ settings or specific genres only, it is now becoming a common display in many genres, e.g. also in academic presentations. The shift from a first-then to a back-and-forth directionality, which makes the learners’ navigation path less fixed, can be related to a shift within society from ‘vertical’ to ‘horizontal’ structures, from hierarchical to more open, participatory relations.

7. Potentials and limitations of multimodal research
Multimodality is an eclectic approach. Linguistic theories, in particular Halliday's social semiotic theory of communication (Halliday, 1978) have provided the starting point for the social semiotic approach we set out in Section 3. A linguistic model was previously seen as wholly adequate for some to investigate all modes, while others set out to expand and re-evaluate this realm of reference drawing on other approaches (e.g. film theory, musicology, game theory). In addition, the influence of cognitive and socio-cultural research on multimodality is also present, particularly in Arnheim’s work on visual communication and perception (1969). A social semiotic approach to multimodality is still at an early stage of development, with much yet to be established, both in terms of theory and in terms of practices of transcription, language of description, and analysis.

Like any analysis of representation and communication, multimodal analysis is limited in its scope and scale. In terms of scope, a ‘conversation analysis’ (see Baxter, this volume) may be based on moment-to-moment analysis of speech, including all intonational nuances, and largely ignore the direction of gaze; a ‘multimodal’ analysis may include speech as well as gaze patterns but largely ignore the intonational nuances of speech. Too much attention to many different modes may take away from understanding the workings of a particular mode; too much attention to a single mode and one runs the risk of ‘tying things down’ to just one of many ways in which people make meaning. As for potentials and limitations in scale, multimodal analysis is focused on micro-interaction, and therefore questions of how the analysis can speak to ‘larger’ questions about culture and society are often raised. This can be overcome, in part at least, by linking multimodal analysis with broader social theory, such as in the study discussed in Section 5, and by taking into account historical contexts, such as in the study discussed in Section 6. Many of the concerns that underpin multimodality indeed build on anthropological and social research, as seen in the work of Bateson (1987), and Goffman (1979) for example. It is through such links between social and semiotic theories that multimodal approaches can be developed further and continue to widen our understanding of human meaning making.

Further Reading
Baldry & Thibault (2005).

This book sets out a systemic functional-linguistic approach to multimodal transcription using examples from print media, film and websites.

Jewitt (2009)

This is a 22 chapter edited volume on multimodal theory, data analysis and transcription. It includes chapters on multimodality in conversation analysis and early socio-linguistic approaches to ‘non-verbal’ communication.

Kress (2009)
In this book language is theorized in a social semiotic framework of multimodal communication. It refers to a wide range of examples of text and talk.

Norris (2004)

This book offers a practical guide to understanding and investigating multiple modes of communication and explores all aspects of data collection and analysis, including transcription.

Scollon & Wong-Scollon (2003)

In this book the authors analyze how people interpret language as it is materially placed in the world, showing that the meanings of language are spatially as well as socially situated.

Van Leeuwen (1999)

This book explores speech, music and other sounds and their common characteristics and presents a framework for analyzing rhythm, and the material quality of voice and how these communicate meaning. 
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