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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation contributes to the fields of applied linguistics and literacy studies by 
considering the complex meaning-making processes of adults from refugee backgrounds 
as they navigate new textual, linguistic, and educational landscapes. Meaning-making as it 
is understood here involves both perception and production; it is inherently dialogical, and 
bound in social semiotic systems, which are not only linguistic but multimodal (Kress, 
1994). Making meaning from multimodal texts requires understanding headings, 
directions, images, graphic devices, top/down and left/right organization, and the 
relationships among such elements. Taking these complications as a starting point, this 
research focuses on refugee-background adult second language learners, specifically, those 
with emerging literacy or who (have) experienced interruptions in their formal, school-
based education. Such learners are becoming literate while simultaneously learning the 
language their literacy is developing in. For these reasons, the texts that are central to their 
experiences as learners of a new language – particularly language and literacy assessments 
– are of considerable importance for understanding the intersecting dimensions at play 
when people learn how to make meaning in a new language.   
 
While there is a growing body of research that has examined the psycholinguistic aspects 
of adult second language learners’ literacy development (e.g., Kurvers, 2002; Tarone et al., 
2009; Young-Scholten & Naeb, 2010), many questions remain about the social semiotics 
of literacy – the interplay of context, culture, history, text, and meaning-making – for adults 
with emerging literacy or interruptions in their education. Moreover, little research to-date 
investigates the connections between social semiotics and the visual and multimodal 
literacies of this population (Altherr Flores, 2017; Bruski, 2012; Whiteside, 2008). This is 
problematical because many materials designed for beginning second language learners 
rely heavily on visual cues; without a comprehensive understanding of how such cues are 
being interpreted, the field’s understanding of how diverse populations make meaning from 
multimodal texts is compromised. Such knowledge is crucial for designing tests and other 
materials that aim to support learning.  
 
Building on prior scholarship, including an earlier pilot study by the author (Altherr Flores, 
2017), this dissertation focuses on the role of visual literacy, language, and lived experience 
in multimodal texts that are used with adult second language learners with emerging 
literacy or interrupted education backgrounds. The core data for this research were: 1) 
English language and English literacy assessments – both in-house assessments used by a 
local program, and two experimental versions of assessments, created through iterative 
design as part of the research, 2) textual artifacts, and 3) semi-structured interviews with 
participants enrolled in community language and literacy classes. The analyses use a 
critical multimodal social semiotic approach (Kress, 2010; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; 
Pennycook, 2001) to examine the underlying assumptions presented in key texts’ visual 
and linguistic design, and investigate how this population understands and engages with 
these multimodal texts. 
 
The findings showed assumptions of multimodal design and visual literacy, and assumed 
content and referential background schemata in the design of the original assessment texts.  
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In particular, the study exposed tensions between participants’ responses to textual and 
visual prompts and the expectations of test designers. The interview data further revealed 
the self-articulated strategies participants use to make meaning in multimodal texts, often 
relying on their lived experiences. By approaching the participants’ meaning-making 
practices as creative and complex, the research was able to show that the participants often 
relied on multimodal aspects of the test design that were taken for granted by the test 
designers. The participants often drew from their lived experiences, and also approached 
the assessments as a dialogue with the instructor, thus bringing shared frames of reference 
into play that would potentially be missed by an external evaluator. 
 
This study provides insight into how beginning language and literacy learners from refugee 
backgrounds make meaning from the verbal and visual aspects of assessment materials, 
and demonstrates how both textual composition and assessment practices may be 
inadvertently biased against individuals with vastly different literacy experiences. In 
addition to potentially helping test and materials developers to rethink their design choices, 
this study expands understandings of what it means to be literate by laying bare the creative 
and multimodal dimensions of engagement with even the most quotidian types of texts. 
The study’s results are beneficial for multimodal materials development and assessment 
practices in learning environments. The results also highlight sociopolitical issues in 
assessment of this population, and raise questions to be considered concerning assessment 
in higher stakes environments such as the U.S. naturalization test. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the fall of 2015, I had recently started teaching in a state-funded English as a Second 

Language (ESL) and English literacy program for adults from refugee backgrounds. The 

program was housed in an adult basic education program, but it had a community education 

feel as there was open enrollment and no attendance policy. In the same week that I had 

four new students join my class – four adult students whose experiences in my class were 

their first experiences with formal, school-based education – I was instructed to administer 

a programmatic assessment to all my students and told that the data from the assessment 

would be used for program metrics and be sent to the funding agency. While I was 

relatively new to teaching in this particular program, I was not new to teaching refugee-

background L2 adult emergent readers. As I flipped through the test and saw a variety of 

complex multimodal ensembles, and questions with content potentially more suitable for 

students enrolled in classes higher than a literacy ESL level class, I became increasingly 

hesitant to administer this assessment. And yet there were multiple layers of power at play 

here – I was a new teacher in the program, so what voice did I have to question the use of 

this test, and the program’s funding was partially dependent on these metrics. I was also 

constrained by the simple fact that I did not have another test available that I could 

administer, particularly one whose scores could be calibrated against other students’ in the 

program. So I gave the assessment. I implored students to do their best, to not be nervous, 

and to just try. But I saw their faces. I saw their reactions. And the next day, the four new 

students did not return, nor the next, or the next.  

It was this event that spurred on my interest in the design of language and literacy 

assessments, particularly in-house language and literacy assessments. In general, these 
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types of assessments (program-specific, and/or for use in a community-type program) are 

meant to be low-stakes in the sense that a student will not be removed from the program if 

they perform poorly, nor will these types of tests exclude students from access to higher 

education, citizenship, scholarship funds, etc., and yet tests of any sort can have a washback 

effect (Brown & Abeywickrama, 2010) on student well-being, student self-confidence, and 

student performance. 

This research contributes to understandings of how adults from refugee 

backgrounds construct meaning from multimodal texts, in particular those related to low-

stakes English language and literacy assessments such as those used widely in community 

and adult education settings. The research focuses on refugee-background adult second 

language learners with emerging literacy or who (have) experienced interruptions in 

formal, school-based education. The study provides insight into how these learners engage 

with such learning materials, and how assessment practices may be inadvertently biased 

against individuals with vastly different literacy experiences. The study’s results are 

beneficial for multimodal materials development and assessment practices in learning 

environments. The results also illuminate sociopolitical issues in assessment of this 

population in low-stakes environments, and raise questions to be considered concerning 

assessment in high-stakes environments.  

Worldwide, there are 70.8 million forcibly displaced persons: 41.3 million of them 

are internally displaced persons, 25.9 million are refugees, and 3.5 million are asylum-

seekers (UNHCR, 2019). Currently, 57% of UNHCR refugees come from Syria, 

Afghanistan, and South Sudan. Additionally, global literacy rates show that worldwide 

there are over 750 million adults who are considered illiterate (UNESCO Institute for 
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Statistics, 2017). UNESCO classifies adults as aged 15 years and older (UNESCO, 2018). 

The lowest literacy rates are in sub-Saharan Africa and in Southern Asia, regions from 

which many refugees originate as noted above. These adult emergent readers have, in most 

cases, been denied access to formal schooling due to war, conflict, famine, and/or other 

environmental factors. Not all refugees are adult emergent readers, and not all adult 

emergent readers come from a refugee background; my research, however, looks at the 

intersection of these two vulnerable populations who are very much on the margins. 

Specifically, it looks at adult emergent readers (Bigelow & Vinogradov, 2011) who are 

becoming literate for the first time in their lives while simultaneously learning a second 

language; their literacy is therefore emerging in this additional language.  

As this is a very specific population of learners, for whom there is not much 

research concerning their language and literacy development, it stands to reason that there 

also are not standardized assessments that have been tailored to this population. Widely-

used ESL and/or literacy tests exist like Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment 

Systems’ (CASAS) Life and Work, and Beginning Literacy Reading tests, the Tests of 

Adult Basic Education’s Complete Language Assessment System–English (TABE CLAS–

E) test, and the Center for Applied Linguistics’ (CAL) Basic English Skill Test (BEST) 

Literacy1 tests. However none of these tests have been designed specifically for adult 

emergent readers who are becoming literate for the first time in their lives in a second 

language. Because of this, many community and adult basic education programs design 

their own in-house assessments for their students. These assessments have not undergone 

 
 
1 CAL also offers the BEST Plus 2.0 test, which is a higher level than the BEST Literacy test. 
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the psychometric analysis that standardized tests do, and thus may not uphold the 

assessment principles of validity and reliability (Messick, 1989, 1989 Mar.), which 

therefore has implications for how educators, administrators, and funding sources interpret 

and use the results.  

Meaning-making involves both perception and production; it is inherently dialogic, 

and bound in social semiotics (Kress, 1994). Making meaning from multimodal texts 

requires understanding headings, directions, images, graphic devices, top/down and 

left/right organization, and the relationships between such elements. Because many 

refugee-background adults are becoming literate (while simultaneously learning the 

language their literacy is developing in) due to either having been denied access to formal, 

school-based learning, or having experienced interruptions in formal, school-based 

education, their visual literacy is also emergent. Because many materials designed for 

beginning English language learners rely heavily on visual cues, knowledge of how diverse 

populations make meaning from multimodal texts is thus crucial for designing tests and 

other materials that claim to support learning.  

While a growing body of research has examined the psycholinguistic aspects of 

literacy development for adult L2 learners (e.g., de Gama, 2017; Huettig, 2015; Kurvers, 

2002; Kurvers & van de Craats, 2007; Reis et al., 2006; Tammelin-Laine, 2015; Tarone & 

Bigelow, 2007; Tarone et al., 2009; Vainikka et al., 2017; Young-Scholten & Naeb, 2010), 

many questions remain about the social semiotics of literacy, that is how the social context 

(both immediate and historical, and composed of multiple time scales) affects how readers 

interpret and understand all elements of a text – inclusive of written words, visual elements, 

and the layout of a text. Print materials and assessments for this population tend to rely 
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heavily on multimodal or visual elements, yet scarce research has been completed 

concerning social semiotics and the visual and multimodal literacy of adult L2 learners 

with emerging literacy (e.g., Bruski, 2012; Altherr Flores, 2019). Moreover, there is very 

little research about how adult L2 learners who have experienced interruptions in their 

formal education engage with assessment (Allemano, 2013), and even less has been 

completed that concerns the intersection of meaning-making, writing, and social semiotics 

with respect to adult L2 learners with emerging literacy (Altherr Flores, 2017). Thus, 

multimodal assessment texts for this population are not only an understudied text type, but 

the writing produced by adult L2 learners with emerging literacy on assessment texts is 

also understudied. Because of the dialogic nature of reading and writing (Bakhtin, 1981, 

1987; Kress 1994), combined with the power of assessments (Shohamy, 2001), it is 

therefore important to study how this population interacts and engages with assessments. 

Such research gives insights in the writing this population produces in response to 

multimodal assessment texts; it also illuminates their meaning-making processes in literacy 

events of this sort.  

The questions that guide this research are:  
 

1) What ideologies and assumptions are present in the multimodal 
composition of assessments for refugee-background adult L2 
learners with emerging literacy or who (have) experienced 
interruptions in formal, school-based education? 
 

2) How does this population make meaning from the multimodal 
assessments? 

a. How do they make meaning locally (of the tests)? 
b. And what kinds of implications or understandings do they 

perceive from the wider aspect of these assessments? 
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 To answer these questions, I studied the in-house English as a Second Language 

and literacy assessments in use by the program mentioned above. Two experimental 

assessments were also created through iterative design as part of the research. Data sources 

included the three aforementioned assessment texts, textual artifacts, and semi-structured 

interviews. The analyses utilized a critical multimodal social semiotic approach (Kress, 

2010; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Pennycook, 2001) to examine underlying assumptions 

presented in the texts’ visual and linguistic design, and to investigate how this population 

understands these multimodal texts.  

 As our understanding of what a text is evolves (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Kress, 

2010; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; New London Group, 1996), and our understanding of 

how multimodality plays an ever larger role in the design and use of texts, it is necessary 

to uncover some fundamental assumptions and myths that may affect how texts are 

designed. Through a consideration of the different modes used in the design of texts, and 

recognition of how those modes are socially shaped and culturally constructed, we can 

reflect on design choices, and think even more carefully about how those choices may be 

interpreted by people with different literacy backgrounds. As the world grows more 

connected through globalization, forced displacement, and changing patterns of human 

migration, there is simultaneously a growing requirement for knowledge of and reflection 

on meaning-making and design, particularly in cases in which various interpretations of 

texts can have serious consequences. Thus, it is of utmost importance for text designers to 

have knowledge of the visual and multimodal literacy of people who are coming to literacy-

rich societies or engaging in new literacy practices that have very real consequences. It is 

also crucial for designers to understand the meaning-making processes of people from this 
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population so that effective and appropriate education can be provided to this population. 

Assessment is one area where educators can begin to investigate textual design and student 

meaning-making as the insight gained from research on classroom assessments that utilize 

multimodal elements and components can have easily recognizable implications for other 

types of assessment which happen outside of classrooms, e.g., citizenship tests. 

 The results of this dissertation will be used to offer recommendations for 

multimodal assessment materials design, and for other pedagogical materials as well. I 

intend for the results to bring awareness to educators of any population, in any context, 

concerning ideologies and assumptions that they may bring to both the design of materials, 

but also to their underlying expectations of genre awareness on the part of their students. 

Such awareness raising can uncover implicit biases that may be inherent in the design and 

use of assessments, as seen in this dissertation. Additionally, I hope to broaden the notion 

of what writing and literacy are, and to highlight the various and interesting ways that 

students make meaning perceptively and produce meaning through writing. This 

broadening of writing and literacy is specifically with respect to adults with emerging 

literacy, but also has implications for the evaluation and assessment of second language 

learners who are not adult emergent readers. I anticipate the results of this research being 

beneficial to materials design and use in a variety of settings and institutions, and for 

connections to be made between low-stakes assessment of this sort to higher stakes 

assessment.   

 In Chapter 1, I provide more detailed background information about the population 

under consideration: refugees, and adult second language and literacy learners. The chapter 

first discusses the worldwide refugee situation and provides statistics over the past six 
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years. It then discusses adult second language learners with emerging literacy, or who 

(have) experienced interruptions in formal school-based, education. With those definitions 

in mind, the chapter then positions the study in the local context, describing the refugee 

situation in the United States, in Arizona, and in Tucson, before discussing refugee 

education programs in the local Tucson community, and then specifically focusing on the 

Refugee Education Program. After situating the context, the chapter discusses the 

researcher’s role and her positionality. Finally, the chapter concludes by framing the 

literature review and theoretical framework, positing the need for a critical multimodal 

social semiotic approach when studying language and literacy assessments for this 

population.  

 Chapter 2 gives an overview of sociocultural approaches to literacy (e.g., Barton & 

Hamilton, 1998; New London Group, 1996; Street, 1984), and reviews relevant literature 

related to literacy, visual literacy, multimodality, and assessment. It then discusses the 

theoretical framework of critical multimodal social semiotics, which draws on theories of 

meaning-making, social context, power, and criticality. Generally speaking, a multimodal 

perspective approaches representation, communication, and interaction as more than 

language, and treats the choice of mode as significant (Jewitt, 2009; Kress, 2010). Modes 

are the socially shaped and culturally given resources for making meaning (Kress, 2011). 

Examples of modes include image, writing, layout, speech, gestures. A critical multimodal 

social semiotic perspective considers the various modes used in visual design, and 

examines how both a text with multimodal elements, and the multimodal elements of that 

text are embedded in a wider semiotic frame in the social context (Fairclough, 1995; Kress, 

2010; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006).  
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Chapter 3 is the methodology chapter. It covers the research design, methods of 

data collection (documents, artifacts, interviews), participants (54 participants from the 

Refugee Education Program), and data collection and analysis (9 iterative phases). 

Chapter 4 is the first findings chapter. It is concerned with textual design; 

specifically the ideologies and assumptions made by designers in the multimodal 

composition and visual design of language and literacy tests. The research presented in this 

chapter is the critical analysis of the original assessment in use by the Refugee Education 

Program. The study investigated the test genre elements used, as well as the semiotic 

resources (multimodal components, multimodal composition) used, and considered how 

test tasks are portrayed to test-takers via these semiotic resources.  

Chapter 5 discusses the purposeful, intentional design of the two experimental 

assessments (Test B and Test C) that were created for this research study. In this chapter I 

discuss the test genre elements and multimodal components that were used in the design 

of these experimental versions, reflect on why those elements and components were used, 

and explicitly state what I hoped to learn from the use of those elements and components; 

I also discuss the assumptions that I, as a researcher-practitioner, brought to these designs.  

Chapter 6 focuses on meaning-making through writing. It discusses participants’ 

meaning-making processes, both perceptive and productive, on the three iterations of 

assessment texts: the original assessment (Test A), and the two experimental versions – 

Test B and Test C. The research explores what participants wrote and how they wrote it, 

as well as what they did not write. Under consideration were four types of test task: 

multiple-choice, fill-in-the-blank, written short responses (e.g., “Write three sentences 
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about the image”), and written longer responses, (e.g., “Write a letter to X person”), with 

a variety of different multimodal designs for each writing task.  

Chapter 7 is concerned with meaning-making in multimodal texts as discovered 

through qualitative semi-structured interviews. It focuses on what literacy-level learners 

self-articulate with respect to their understandings of the various multimodal elements used 

in the design of the three texts under consideration in this dissertation. It spotlights what 

they understand, how these understandings emerge, and reveals the strategies they use to 

make meaning. It also uncovers the types of multimodal components and styles of visual 

design that participants prefer. Finally, the chapter considers how participants’ 

understandings of the texts, and their engagement with the texts are supported or affected 

by their prior and current literacy experiences and practices.  

Finally, Chapter 8 concludes the dissertation. It posits that literacy involves reading 

images and layout just as much as reading words, and that this has implications for textual 

design, and evaluation of student responses on assessment texts. Furthermore, the results 

showed that meaning-making is based in the social context, that visual design and images 

are not universal, and that a multiliteracies approach would be beneficial for teaching these 

various aspects of literacy to adult second language learners with emerging literacy or who 

(have) experienced interruptions in formal, school-based learning. The chapter also 

contains recommendations for multimodal assessment design, as well as recommendations 

for teaching multimodal texts. Future research is discussed, particularly in reference to 

curricular design for instructors working with this population, as well as a multimodal, 

multiliteracies curriculum for this population, and expansion of this research to high-stakes 

assessment environments. The dissertation ends with a final note about the importance of 
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the student voice in qualitative research, particularly with respect to populations who are 

often in the margins of society and education. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

CONTEXT AND FRAMING OF THE STUDY 

In this chapter, I discuss the context surrounding assessment of refugee-background adult 

second language (L2) learners with emerging literacy or who (have) experienced 

interruptions in formal, school-based education. This chapter delves more deeply into 

discussions of the study population, refugee-background learners, and assessment practices 

for this population. It concludes with ethical considerations, and why a critical, qualitative 

approach is suited for this study. 

 

The Global Context 

Refugees 

The UN 1951 Refugee Convention defined a refugee as any person who:  

owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or 
political opinion, is outside the country of his [or her] nationality 
and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself [or 
herself] of the protection of that country; or who, not having a 
nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual 
residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, 
is unwilling to return to it. 

 
 Of the current 70.8 million displaced persons worldwide, 25.9 million have been 

granted refugee status by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). 

The current numbers are unprecedented in recorded human history (UNHCR, 2019, 

Figures at a Glance), and are a result of conflict, persecution, politics, and even climate 

change (Brown, 2008; UNHCR, 2015, Climate Change). Once refugee status has been 

granted to a displaced person in a country of asylum or host country, a refugee has one of 
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three durable solutions: 1) to voluntarily return to their country of origin if the conditions 

in their home country have improved and the person considers the country safe; this is 

known as voluntary repatriation; 2) to integrate into the host country; this is known as 

local integration; or 3) to be resettled to a third country, where there is a possibility of 

gaining citizenship; this is known as refugee resettlement (UNHCR, 2020, Solutions). Of 

those 25.9 million who have received the designation of “refugee,” only about 8% annually 

are determined to be in need of resettlement to a third country. Refugees can only qualify 

for resettlement if they fall into one or more of seven protected categories: legal and/or 

physical protection needs, survivors of torture and/or violence, median needs, women and 

girls at risk, family reunification, children and adolescents at risk, and lack of foreseeable 

alternative durable solutions (UNCHR, 2020, Resettlement Submission Categories). Less 

than 1% of refugees are resettled annually to a third country (UNHCR, 2020, 

Resettlement). 

 In this dissertation, I use the term refugee-background to describe the focal 

population of the study. The distinction between refugee and refugee-background lies in 

the legal differentiations. A refugee is someone who is in a temporary state of asylum in a 

host country, whereas someone who has been relocated permanently as a resettled refugee 

is considered to be from a refugee-background, since once a person has been resettled, they 

no longer have the legal definition of refugee. Additionally, as noted by Shapiro (2018), 

refugee-background acknowledges the label of refugee as a short-term rather than a 

permanent identity (p. 3). The term refugee-background has a humanizing and social 

justice element; such language is important for reflecting a person’s full identities, and 

acknowledging their capacity to grow and change.  
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Resettlement 

Since 2014, the top countries of resettlement have been: Australia2, Canada, France, 

Germany, Norway, Sweden, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and the United States. 

Fluctuations in state quotas due to changes in the global political arena have caused 

numerous changes in the number of refugees that were resettled in countries worldwide. 

Leading up to 2017, there had been a considerable increase in the number of refugees who 

were resettled worldwide, with 2016 being a record 20-year high (UNCHR, Resettlement 

at a Glance Fact Sheet, 2017). For instance, in 2016, the United States received 108,197 

resettled refugees, while in 2017, the United States received just 26,782 refugees. 2018 and 

2019 were similar, with 29,026 and 24,810 respectively. 

 The top countries of origin who have been resettled throughout the world since 

2014 have been: Afghanistan, Central African Republic, the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo, Eritrea, Iraq, Myanmar (Burma), Somalia, and Syria (UNCHR, Resettlement at a 

Glance Fact Sheets, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019). Much like countries that have 

been accepting refugees, the countries of origin of those are resettled have been in flux in 

recent years due to political turmoil, and local and global upheaval. The typical countries 

of origin for resettled refugees, however, do not reflect the countries worldwide that have 

the largest number of people who have fled and received refugee status. That is, while 

currently two-thirds of all refugees worldwide originate from Afghanistan, Myanmar 

(Burma), Somalia, South Sudan, and Syria (UNHCR, Refugee Facts, 2020), there is a 

mismatch between the countries that produce the most refugees and the countries whose 

 
 
2 The countries are listed here in alphabetical order.  
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refugees most often get resettled. For example, South Sudanese refugees are not resettled 

as often as refugees from other countries, and thus South Sudan is not included in the list 

of top countries of origin who have been resettled since 2014.  

 

Adult Second Language Learners with Emerging Literacy or Who (Have) 

Experienced Interruptions in Formal, School-Based Education 

Adult second language learners with emerging literacy or who (have) experienced 

interruptions in formal, school-based education are a heterogeneous population of learners 

with a variety of strengths and differing needs among them. These students have had 

varying experiences with literacy and education and are often labeled as “students with 

(limited or) interrupted formal education” or “SLIFE or SIFE” (see Custodio & 

O’Loughlin, 2017; DeCapua, 2016; DeCapua & Marshall, 2011; DeCapua et al., 2020). 

While such a label implies stagnancy and deficit, in fact these are students who have 

experienced interruptions in their formal, school-based education, or who have been denied 

access to formal learning due to political and/or ethnic conflict, gender inequality, war, 

famine, and other such factors (Abdi, 2007; Bartolomei et al., 2014; Batalova et al., 2008; 

Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010; Cooke & Simpson, 2008; Hovil & Lomo, 2015).  

While some scholars use the terms preliterate (people from languages with no 

written form), nonliterate (people whose languages have a written form that the learner has 

not learned), or semiliterate (people who have some literacy in their first language) (see 

Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010; Burt et al., 2003; Haverson & Haynes, 1982; Huntley, 1992) I 

do not use this terminology because it characterizes people according to something they 

lack. Instead, I follow Bigelow and Vinogradov’s lead to use the term adult emergent 
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reader (2011) as it positions these learners as people who are “becoming literate” (p. 121). 

Thus, adult second language learners with emerging literacy are adult emergent readers 

who are becoming literate for the first time in their lives. Most are from refugee or 

immigrant backgrounds, making their emerging literacy develop in a language that they 

are simultaneously learning (van de Craats et al., 2006). That is, their literacy is emerging 

in a language that is not their first language or a language that would be considered a lingua 

franca for them. As Snow (2006) differentiates, they are not learning to read a second 

language, but learning to read in a second language (p. 646). This is not to say that all adult 

emergent readers are engaging in formal, school-based learning for the first time in their 

lives. It is possible for a student to have attended school and not learned how to read print 

materials (inclusive of alphabetics, orthography, and visual literacy), in which case due to 

interruptions in their education they may be learning how to read for the first time as an 

adult. Similarly, students who have not attended formal education prior to being resettled 

should not be conflated with adult emergent readers as it is possible for students to learn 

how to read print texts in nonformal educational settings as well. In both cases, however, 

these students have emerging literacy or beginning levels of literacy, and this literacy is 

developing in a second language. In the United States, this literacy is emerging in English.  

Following the UNESCO (2018) definition of adult literacy, this population of 

learners are aged 15 and older. Most students from this population are served by 

community or adult education programs, though some secondary school students also 

belong to this population (Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010; Burt et al., 2008; Condelli et al., 

2008). As adults with emerging literacy, many are learning about traditional literacy skills 

– sound-symbol correspondences, phonological awareness, phonemic awareness, letter 
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name and sounds, sight words and commonly-used words, punctuation marks, and so forth 

– but are also learning that there is meaning in all of the printed content of a page, which 

includes the visual and multimodal aspects of literacy and of texts (Altherr Flores, 2017, 

2019) in addition to alphabetic literacy and orthography. They thus have unique 

instructional and programmatic needs (Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010). While most are 

entering into formal, school-based learning for the first time, this is not to say they are 

beginning learners; as adults, they are beginning classroom learners, but not beginning 

thinkers and not beginning learners. 

Another term used to describe adult second language learners with emerging 

literacy or beginning levels of literacy, and/or who (have) experienced interruptions in 

formal, school-based learning, is “LESLLA learner.” LESLLA is the acronym for the 

Literacy Education and Second Language Learning for Adults professional organization. 

The term “LESLLA-learner” is used by the professional organization. This term is 

occasionally used interchangeably as shorthand in this dissertation to describe these 

learners. 

Finally, it must be noted that while many adult second language learners with 

emerging literacy come from refugee backgrounds, not all refugees have emerging literacy 

or have experienced interruptions in formal, school-based learning, and not all adult 

emergent readers come from a refugee background. My research, however, is concerned 

specifically with the intersection of the two marginalized populations of L2 adult emergent 

readers and refugee-background students. 
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Assessment Practices 

In the United States, there are three widely-used standardized tests that adult basic 

education and community programs can use to assess their students. These are the Center 

for Applied Linguistics’ (CAL) Basic English Skill Test (BEST) Literacy test, the Tests of 

Adult Basic Education’s Complete Language Assessment System–English (TABE CLAS–

E) test, and the Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment Systems’ (CASAS) Life and 

Work, and Beginning Literacy Reading tests. These standardized tests have undergone 

psychometric evaluation, and been evaluated for reliability and validity; they measure 

functional language and literacy, and are competency-based assessments3. While all three 

are intended for adults in the United States, aim to address a wide range of content that is 

culturally relevant and contextualized for English language and literacy learners in the 

United States, and are aligned with the National Reporting System (NRS), they all require 

a higher level of literacy and English than adult second language learners with emerging 

literacy have. Additionally, these standardized tests can be cost-prohibitive for some 

programs to use, particularly if they prove to be too difficult for the students the program 

serves. Because of this, some programs create their own in-house assessments. A 

complicating element, however, is the fact that some programs’ funding requires the use 

of these standardized tests, while others does not. Thus there exists a tension between using 

standardized tests that have been rigorously evaluated and have measurement and 

 
 

3 See also Kenyon, D., & van Duzer, C. (2003). Valid, reliable, and appropriate assessments for adult 
English language learners. National Center for ESL Literacy Education. Available at 
http://www.cal.org/caela/esl_resources/digests/langassessQA.html 
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performance levels, and using in-house tests that are at a more appropriate level for L2 

adult emergent readers, but that have not undergone such intensive evaluation. One 

commonality between the widely-used standardized tests and in-house assessments, 

however, is the use of assumed universally-known test genre elements such as multiple-

choice, fill-in-the-blank, short answer, and the use of images in assessment texts. It is 

precisely these test genre elements and the multimodal components used in their design 

that this dissertation is investigating. It is hoped that the results of this dissertation will be 

beneficial for both widely-used and in-house language and literacy assessment design.  

 

The Local Context 

People from Refugee Backgrounds in Arizona and Tucson 

Arizona is generally one of the top ten states in the United States that resettles refugees; it 

was 6th in FY 2014, 4th in FY 2015, 6th in FY 2016, 7th in FY 2017, 6th in FY 2018, and 8th 

in FY 2019. A comparison chart of Arizona to the other top refugee-resettling states for the 

aforementioned fiscal years can be found in Appendix A (see Chart A, p. 335). 

  Mirroring the U.S. resettlement trends, in recent years, individuals from African 

and Near Eastern nations have comprised the largest populations resettled in Arizona. 

Maricopa County (the Phoenix metro area) and Pima County are the two counties that 

receive refugees in Arizona; Tucson is located in Pima County. The top five countries 

resettled in Arizona, and the top five countries resettled in Tucson are shown in Chart B in 

Appendix A (see p. 336). While a large number of Burmese and Cuban refugees are 

resettled in Maricopa county, very few of these are resettled in Tucson. In general, since 

FY 2014 to FY 2019, the largest populations of resettled refugees in Tucson have come 
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from Afghanistan, Bhutan, Burundi, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Eritrea, 

Iraq, Somalia, Sudan, and Syria (Refugee Processing Center, 2020). 

Refugee Education Program (REP) 

The Refugee Education Program [REP], part of Pima Community College Adult Basic 

Education for College and Career, has been operating since the late 1970s. REP is funded 

by the Department of Economic Security/Arizona Refugee Resettlement Program, a 

statewide entity whose budget comes from the federal Office of Refugee Resettlement. 

REP is a free program that provides English as a Second Language and English literacy 

instruction to adults from refugee backgrounds who have been in the United States for 

fewer than five years. It differs from other community-based or adult education programs 

in Tucson because it is constrained by its federal and state funding to serve only adults with 

the legal status of being a resettled refugee. While other community programs like Literacy 

Connects, and faith-based tutoring services exist in Tucson, those programs serve migrants, 

immigrants, and refugees alike, and are often supported by volunteer instructors. REP’s 

bounded population made it ideal for studying a distinct group of adult second language 

learners with emerging literacy, but it is hoped that the results of the study can be 

extrapolated to other immigrants with similar language and learning backgrounds who may 

not have the legal status of “refugee.”  

REP consistently serves on average 600 students annually (for example, in 2016–

2017, the program served 678 students, and 623 students in 2017–2018). Though the 

numbers of refugees being resettled in the United States and in Arizona have dropped 

significantly since 2016, the number of students taking classes in the Refugee Education 

Program has remained largely constant because the program is available to refugees during 
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their first five years of resettlement. Any refugee who has been resettled in that five-year 

window can take classes in the program. This means that those who started classes and 

stopped attending are able to return at any point in that five-year period, but also that new 

students can begin taking classes at any point in the five-year period as well. The instructors 

and administrators of the program are proactive in contacting eligible refugee-background 

students to invite them to attend classes, or to return to classes. This communication 

increased after the 2016 U.S. presidential election and the ensuing drop in refugee 

admissions to ensure the local refugee-background students were aware that courses were 

still available, and they were still eligible to attend them. 

REP offers courses at the literacy, low-beginning, high-beginning, and intermediate 

levels. The classes, which have open enrollment and no attendance policy, are intensive, 

meeting for two hours a day, four days a week. At the time of this study, REP was offering 

nine courses total at two locations (Center A and Center B). There were three literacy, four 

low-beginning, one high-beginning, and one intermediate classes. As with many other 

institutions and programs that serve this population, there is a somewhat fluid nature to the 

enrollment and leveling of classes. In REP, the literacy-level classes generally have adult 

emergent readers in them, but there are also students who may have experienced 

interruptions in their formal education and may have had some education (one or two, or 

maybe three years) in their first language or a lingua franca. Additionally, it must be noted 

that REP classifies students as low-beginning, high-beginning, or intermediate (in addition 

to the literacy level), but these levels of low-beginning, high-beginning, and intermediate 

are levels specific to REP, a program in adult basic education, and are not equivalent to 

what would be considered low-beginning (e.g., 101) or high-beginning (e.g., 102/201) in a 
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language course at a university. REP’s program levels correspond to norms in other 

community language and literacy programs, where students are often placed in classes 

based on their literacy level and on their experiences with formal, school-based education, 

as evidenced by in-house or standardized placement tests. Many of the students who are 

enrolled in REP’s higher-level classes (i.e., low-beginning, high-beginning, intermediate) 

may have also been adult emergent readers, or experienced interruptions in their formal 

schooling. Once a student has mastered the intermediate level of REP, they are then eligible 

to take courses in the English Language Acquisition for Adults (ELAA) program of adult 

basic education, and then to move on to the credit-bearing courses at community college 

or the university level. Thus, REP’s class levels should not be equated to the leveling of 

language classes expected at community colleges or university credit-bearing courses. 

Mirroring Pima County’s resettled refugee population, REP’s student population is 

diverse. The study took place with students who originate from Afghanistan, Bhutan, 

Burundi, Central African Republic, Cameroon, Chad, Colombia, Cote d’Ivoire, Cuba, 

Democratic Republic of the Congo, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Honduras, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, 

Myanmar (Burma), Pakistan, Republic of South Sudan, Rwanda, Senegal, Somalia, Sudan, 

and Syria. These students speak a variety of languages including Amharic, Arabic, Bembe, 

Dari, French, For, Gouran, Gumuz, Jula, Kifluero, Kikongo, Kinyarwanda, Kirundi, 

Kiswahili, Kurdish, Lingala, Masalit, Nuba Moro, Pel, Saho, Sango, Sara, Somali, Spanish, 

Tigrinya, Zaghawa, and Zoba. 
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Framing for the Study 

Researcher Positionality and Ethical Considerations 

I had been an instructor in the Refugee Education Program for four years when the research 

was conducted. Because of this, I was or had been the instructor of some of the participants 

during the research study. This relationship, however, did not seem to affect the study in a 

negative way – participants did not seem motivated to give biased responses during the 

interviews. There was no observable difference in the way the participants wrote on the 

assessments before and during this study.  

 Because this project concerns people, it was necessary to obtain IRB approval from 

the University of Arizona. I submitted the standard IRB project application to the 

University of Arizona’s Human Subjects Protection Program4. After receiving this 

approval to work with the study population, I then obtained informed consent from all 

participants. For this informed consent, I clearly explained the study, the participation 

requirements, the benefits, and that participation was voluntary; interpreters assisted with 

consent. While the study presented no risks to participants, I used pseudonyms to maintain 

participant anonymity, and I obscured information that might serve to identify participants. 

Perry (2011), as well as my own prior experiences with refugee-background second 

language learners and the IRB process, influenced the decisions I made concerning the 

design of my research project, the methods of data collection, the consenting process, the 

 
 
4 See Perry (2011) for a discussion concerning the tension between what the Human Subjects Protection 
Program requires for protecting vulnerable populations, and what (qualitative) researchers who work with 
refugee-background participants and/or adult L2 learners with emerging literacy or interruptions in formal 
learning believe is necessary to protect vulnerable populations.  
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data storage and analysis, and the future plans for dissemination of the findings. There is a 

tension between what the Human Subjects Protection Program requires for protecting 

vulnerable populations, and what (qualitative) researchers who work with refugee-

background participants and/or adult L2 learners with emerging literacy or interruptions in 

formal learning believe is necessary to protect vulnerable populations. As Perry stated, “… 

all participants have the potential to be vulnerable, regardless of whether or not they belong 

to an a priori category of vulnerability, such as pregnant women, prisoners, or children” 

(2011, p. 901). Because the population I worked with for my research study was composed 

of people from refugee backgrounds who have official refugee status, and are unable to 

return to their home country, they could be considered to be vulnerable since they do not 

yet have citizenship in the United States. I believe this precarity of legal citizenship and 

legal belonging places them, in research situations, in a category of a vulnerable 

population. The crucial question then was whether such vulnerability meant that I, as the 

researcher, needed to submit additional paperwork to the IRB office, or whether it was my 

duty to be extra diligent how I approach and work with this population. Furthermore, 

because I was working with people not only from refugee backgrounds, but also people 

with emerging literacy from refugee backgrounds, I considered them a doubly vulnerable 

population, and thus additional vigilance was needed on my part to ensure that they were 

able to make informed decisions as to whether to consent. Such vigilance was also carried 

over into the data collection process. To this end, although the University of Arizona IRB 

process required me only to have participants read and sign a short consent form in 

“simple” English, I brought interpreters to each class when I discussed the project. These 

interpreters spoke one or more of the dominant languages of the participants. Through the 
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interpreters, I explained the project’s goals, design, and execution, and explained the 

consent document. All students were also able to ask questions about the project. Spoken 

English was used as necessary or when appropriate. While the interpreters were not 

necessary per the University of Arizona’s IRB process (which exemplify Haggerty’s 

(2004) assertion that blanket written documentation of consent is in fact how IRBs become 

“divorced from common sense” [p. 411]), as a researcher working with participants whose 

emergent literacy was developing in a language that they were in the process of 

simultaneously learning, I felt it was ethically imperative to discuss the project and what it 

meant to consent for it through oral speech and a language the participants fully understood 

before asking participants to sign a written consent form. In addition to these measures, I 

also reviewed the project and (re)consented participants at the start of each individual 

interview. In this way, my actions were less focused on institutional rules, and more 

focused on participant understanding.  

During the entire consent process and the data collection process, I stressed that 

participation was voluntary. I also reiterated numerous times that there were no right or 

wrong answers – I simply wanted 1) to gain insight into how participants understood 

multimodal materials, and 2) to have a better understanding of how participants felt about 

language and literacy assessments and naturalization assessment practices. Through these 

actions, I hoped that participants were “truly informed” (Thomas & Pettitt, 2016, p. 8), and 

that they did not feel rushed or pressured into signing a document whose ultimate purpose 

was unknown to them. Throughout the data collection, I revisited the idea that participation 

was voluntary, because my goal was for consent to thereby be an ongoing, dynamic process 
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of communication (Bigelow & Pettit, 2015; Thomas & Pettitt, 2016) between me and my 

participants.  

Though I received consent from participants, and I ensured participants remained 

anonymous, throughout the process I was a bit unsettled thinking about the fact that I had 

imposed this top-down dominant literacy practice or institutional practice of consent on 

my participants. As adult L2 learners who have had extremely different educational and 

literacy experiences than the usual populations that university IRBs are concerned with, it 

felt very foreign to me to perform this highly-choreographed dance of IRB-specific written 

consent with my participants. I was fortunate that I had been an instructor in the program 

for four years and that I had a good relationship with many of the participants. Had I not 

had this relationship, I think the consent process may have been very different for the 

participants. My positive relationship was shown during the video recordings where I 

reviewed the project and reconsented participants, and many would say things of the sort 

like: “It’s okay; for you, teacher, anything for you.” Statements like this indicate that 

students felt empowered by being able to participate in research for or with me, however, 

this research was still occurring at my request. In such a way, I feel that the entire act of 

consenting individuals (and to an extent performing research) is a process laden with 

power. It is not neutral, and though I made every effort to relieve associated pressures, 

perhaps a reconceptualized notion of how to inform and protect our participants, 

particularly in situations where issues of vulnerability can arise (vulnerability as 

researchers, as participants, as friends, and as teachers), is due. 
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Rationale for Research Approach 

This research is a critical study with phenomenological underpinnings. While there is a 

growing body of research on adult emergent readers who are becoming literate in a second 

language, much of the existing research on this population deals with processes, cognition, 

skills, and decoding, and utilizes quantitative approaches. While the social and cultural 

aspects of literacy are increasingly being studied, this research however, has tended to 

focus on, for example, identity, resistance, and ideology (e.g., Gonzalves, 2012; King & 

Bigelow, 2012; Lypka, 2019; Nakutnyy & Sterzuk, 2018; Perry, 2007; Perry & Homan, 

2015; Pothier, 2011; Vogl, 2019; Wall, 2019). The present study builds on this work to 

consider an underexamined aspect of literacy, namely the visual and multimodal literacy 

of refugee-background adult L2 learners with emerging literacy or who (have) experienced 

interruptions in formal, school-based education. The increasing refugee-background (and 

refugee) adult L2 literacy learner population in recent years, as a consequence of changing 

global forced migration patterns, coupled with the varied life, educational, and literacy 

experiences that each person brings with them necessitates social semiotic research. It is 

critical to address the social context of literacy, visual literacy, and multimodality – 

specifically, meaning-making from a social semiotic perspective, as well as the 

sociopolitical uses of assessments, and the visual design of assessments and assessment-

related materials for LESLLA learners.  

Research on semiosis, meaning-making, and literacy in the social context lends 

itself to qualitative inquiry because qualitative research affords insight and inquiry into 

people’s opinions, perceptions, experiences, and history in ways that quantitative 

approaches cannot (Saldana & Omasta, 2018). Through a qualitative research approach, I 
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began to understand how participants made meaning from multimodal texts and the 

multifaceted sociocultural and cognitive processes and strategies that participants used to 

make this meaning were also illuminated. My research approach hearkens back to Scribner 

and Cole’s (1978a, 1978b, 1981) study of the Vai, which was one of the first studies of 

literacy to ask why participants use texts and how they understand texts, as opposed to 

psychometric evaluations focused on correct or incorrect understandings. Through this 

qualitative approach, ethnographic analyses can be undertaken, and the voices of individual 

participants can be heard. 

 Qualitative research is inherently descriptive, providing rich insight into the human 

condition (Saldana & Omasta, 2018). Small sample sizes also lend themselves to 

qualitative inquiry because rich, nuanced data can gained from small sample sizes; a larger 

sample size would not have yielded the types of “thick” data that were collected in this 

study. One of the primary qualitative methods taken in this study was semi-structured 

interview as it provided an avenue for discussion with participants. These interviews 

allowed me to capture the thoughts of participants in the midst of processes of open-ended 

meaning-making. This is in contrast to quantitative surveys, for example, where 

participants choose possible meanings from pre-selected answers that had been created by 

the researcher and which potentially did not capture distinctions relevant to the participants. 

Additionally, the qualitative analysis of texts, and artifacts provided insights into how they 

represent, add to, or influence social life. Finally, interviews, texts, and artifacts could be 

triangulated to unearth deeper themes and richer data about the social phenomenon at hand.  

In the following sections, I discuss the qualitative traditions that guided this study, 

and provide a rationale for why each tradition is appropriate for the research questions at 
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hand. Detailed descriptions of the research design, methodology, and data collection can 

be found in Chapter 3, while specific analysis measures for each part of the study can be 

found in the findings chapters (Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7). 

Critical approach. Critical approaches to qualitative inquiry seek to unearth 

“dominant points of view guised as universal truths” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019, p. 62). 

Critical traditions assume that social life occurs in power-laden contexts where social 

relationships, ideological constructs, and history shape discourses of power that surround 

everyday life. In a critical approach, the researcher seeks to understand how people make 

meaning with the recognition that meaning-making is underscored by context, conflict, and 

power (Fairclough, 1995; Hodge & Kress, 1988; Pennycook, 2001). Thus a critical 

approach can be used to highlight ideologies in texts as well as reveal inequities of 

perception and meaning-making from those texts. For the purposes of this research study, 

I define a text as any product that is written or spoken, is a visual image, or is a combination 

of words and images. Thus, a text can be multimodal (Fairclough, 1995, p. 4; Kress, 2010, 

p. 59). This dissertation seeks to uncover ideologies of multimodality and visual literacy in 

assessment-related texts, and to investigate how the study population understands and 

makes meaning from them. This critical approach considers both how messages are 

portrayed in texts, thereby exposing the assumptions of design in the texts, as well as how 

readers perceive the messages of those texts. Finally, the texts are situated in the 

sociopolitical realm of language and literacy assessment, so that this research unveils the 

social and political implications and consequences surrounding (multimodal) assessment 

of this population. 
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Critical studies can also have a change agenda, like that of action research. This 

study is not action research because it is not based on one educator/researcher’s self-

reflection, analysis, and continual, long-term systematic data collection in one classroom 

(Burns, 2009; Saldana & Omasta, 2018). From a Critical Applied Linguistics (CALx) 

perspective (Pennycook, 2001), however, this study does seek to enact change in language 

teaching and learning contexts after noticing one overarching problem with multimodal 

assessments, and striving to offer solutions or recommendations.  

Phenomenology. Phenomenology is “the study of the nature and states of lived 

experiences” (Saldana & Omasta, 2018, p. 151). In a phenomenological approach, the 

research intends to understand the essence of something, or what it means to a collective 

body of participants (Saldana & Omasta, 2018). Phenomenology uses interview to 

carefully guide participants through the research questions. Semi-structured interviews are 

appropriate because the researcher can ask an open-ended question about a topic and follow 

up with a more nuanced question if the participant needs further direction (Saldana & 

Omasta, 2018).  

This phenomenological approach was used in this study to provide the framing for 

how the participants view the classroom assessments, and understand their use in the wider 

aspect of their language and literacy learning. Specifically, phenomenology guided the 

interview questions pertaining to assessment such as “When you take the tests we give, 

how does it make you feel? And how does it make you feel about school when you take 

the test?”, and “How do you feel about writing, and about English?” These 

phenomenological framings are necessary for understanding how the participants make 

meaning from multimodal texts associated with assessment. While this study’s focus is on 
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meaning-making in multimodal texts, these lived experiences, as revealed through a 

phenomenological approach, support and affect the meaning-making. 

In the next chapter, I introduce the relevant literature related to this study, and I 

discuss the predominant frameworks that guided this study. 
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 CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 
Literacy and Text Overview 

This research takes a sociocultural view of literacy as being embedded in the social context. 

Language is always dependent on the social world and is shaped by the cultural context. 

Literacy, as a form of language use, is attached to social relations, cultural models, power, 

politics, values, experience, etc. (Gee, 1996). Thus research on literacy must take into 

account these various seemingly extraneous factors that are simultaneously intertwined 

with literacy. Street (2001) asserts that we need to “be wary of assuming a single literacy 

where we may simply be imposing assumptions derived from our own cultural practice 

onto other people’s literacies” (p. 430). To avoid this pitfall, research on literacy must be 

situated in the social context. 

Sociocultural approaches of literacy take the perspective of literacy as a social 

practice (Barton, 2009; Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Gee, 1986, 1996; Luke, 1991; Street, 

1984, 1998, 2008) where the focus is on what people do with literacy, how literacy plays 

out in their everyday lives, and how texts are used in their everyday lives. Sociocultural 

approaches go beyond just skills-based approaches of reading and writing letters and 

words, or the autonomous model, and instead utilize the ideological model (Street, 1984) 

where literacy practices are socially situated, linked to power structures, and where the 

context is always integral to the meaning, usage, and interpretation of a text (see also Stein, 

2008). 

Literacy practices, or “the general cultural ways of utilizing written language [that] 

people draw upon in their lives” (Barton & Hamilton, 1998, p. 6) are abstract and cannot 
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be quantified, whereas literacy events, the observable occurrences where a written text has 

a role, can be measured. Researchers who study literacy in a social context examine the 

events and texts of everyday life, and investigate the practices that accompany them. 

Examples of such events and texts are reading store signs, purchasing food and clothing, 

reading information on food and medicine containers, reading bus signs, paying bills, etc. 

(Purcell-Gates, 2010). Literacy practices are situated in domains, or places where different 

types of literacy are expected (Barton, 2009; Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Scribner & Cole, 

1978a, 1978b, 1981; Street, 1984); for example, the workplace, home, and school are 

domains. Some scholars have critiqued the idea (see Perry, 2012) that literacy practices can 

(easily) be inferred from events. Such a focus on events as suggestive of practices does not 

take into account the various aspects of social purpose, social activity domain, and 

context(s) that both shape and contextualize the event, whereby the event is contextually 

bound. Thus, events may not always be indicative of larger, typical practices (see also 

Purcell-Gates, et al., 2011). 

It is also important to note that literacy is both historically situated and culturally 

constructed, such that each person’s literacy practices will be different from someone 

else’s, and their literacy practices may change based on their current situations (Barton & 

Hamilton, 1998). Practices are also affected by power relationships. Institutions and social 

relationships can pattern practices so that dominant practices are supported, and vernacular 

literacies may be deemed as less important (Barton & Hamilton, 1998). Thus literacy is 

embedded in relations of power, history, and culture (Stein, 2008). 

 Purcell-Gates (2010) complicated the literacy-as-a-social-practice paradigm by 

asking how literacy levels are determined: is “literacy” based in fluency in academic 
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literacy, a vernacular literacy, or functional literacy? The author also wondered how to 

value and reward literacies outside of academic literacy, thus bringing aspects of power 

and institutionalization into the picture. Wrigley and Guth (2000) asked a similar question 

in reference to L2 literacy. Additionally, Purcell-Gates (2010) questioned how to value the 

varying literacies practiced by “different sociocultural groups in a globalized world” (p. 

10). This echoed Luke’s (2003) call for more research regarding literacy practices of 

different communities in an era of globalization. Research of this sort will help to give a 

better understanding of these patterned literacy practices, and will allow researchers and 

practitioners to see just how literacy is “multiple and woven within the sociocultural lives 

of communities” (Purcell-Gates, 2010, pp. 11–12). As will be discussed in this dissertation, 

adult second language learners with emerging literacy, and from refugee backgrounds fit 

into this category of different (potentially marginalized) sociocultural groups in a 

globalized world. 

A theory of literacy as a social practice does not explain how people learn to read 

and write, but it is helpful for elucidating the types of knowledge students need for 

engagement in literacy practices (Perry, 2012; Purcell-Gates, 2010). Wallace (2008) stated 

that socio-cultural models of learning are more appropriate for adult L2 learners new to 

literacy than skill-based models because “a social view of literacy emphasizes the need for 

explicit teaching of knowledge about written language as related to speech, but sees this 

relationship as linguistically and culturally variable and context dependent” (p. 91). 

Purcell-Gates et al. (2012) called for researchers to investigate the things that people in 

various communities, particularly marginalized ones, read and write, and also the role of 

written texts in those communities. Literacy instructors can use their knowledge of their 
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students’ literacy practices to structure the content they teach in their classes (Purcell-

Gates, 2010) to ensure that they are offering their students chances to engage in literacy 

practices with a purpose, as opposed to having students read and write for no reason other 

than being present in a classroom. Additionally, Perry includes written genre knowledge, 

cultural knowledge, and lexico-syntactic and graphonic knowledge (2012) in the types of 

content that should be taught in literacy classes (see also Wallace, 2008). This broader view 

of literacy will be echoed in this dissertation as knowledge of the genre of the test, and 

knowledge of the genre elements utilized in tests is under consideration, as are aspects of 

cultural knowledge that may be interrelated with visual literacy and the social semiotics of 

visual design. 

The theory of multiliteracies (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Kern, 2000; New London 

Group, 1996) is derived from theories of literacy as a social practice, but it is distinct from 

those theories. While both approaches emphasize the real-world contexts where people are 

practicing literacy, and also emphasize the nature of power relationships with respect to 

literacy use and literacy learning, literacy as a social practice tends to focus on print literacy 

and multiliteracies “engages with the multiplicity of communications channels … [and] 

with the increasing salience of cultural and linguistic diversity (Cope & Kalantzis, 2005, 

p. 5). The theory of multiliteracies “focuses on modes of representation much broader than 

language alone” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2005, p. 5), or what Kress (2000a, 2000b) calls 

multimodality. This broader view of literacy looks beyond channels of communication that 

rely on written-linguistic modes of meaning, or graphic representation of sounds by 

“letters” on flat surfaces (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Kress, 2000b). It is important to note 

that multiliteracies scholars do not discount the mode of written (print) literacy, but instead 
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see it as just one of many modes of representation for communication and meaning-

making. 

Institutions such as UNESCO incorporate these theoretical definitions of literacy 

into their organization’s definitions.  UNESCO’s (2017) defines literacy as:  

the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate 
and compute, using printed and written materials associated with 
various contexts. Literacy involves a continuum of learning in 
enabling individuals to achieve his or her goals, develop his or her 
knowledge and potential, and participate fully in community and 
wider society (UNESCO, 2017, p. 14).  

 
In just three short years, UNESCO (2020) broadened this definition to say  

Beyond its conventional concept as a set of reading, writing and 
counting skills, literacy is now understood as a means of 
identification, understanding, interpretation, creation, and 
communication in an increasingly digital, text-mediated, 
information-rich and fast-changing world. 

 
UNESCO’s (2020) new emphasis on understanding, interpreting, creating, and 

communicating in a variety of contexts and mediums is important to note because while 

this dissertation focuses on the social semiotics of literacy in assessment texts, many of the 

same multimodal elements and components used in the assessment texts under 

consideration are utilized in text-mediated texts in general. This has implications then for 

how literacy learners engage with, interact with, and interpret any sort of (multimodal) text, 

and further underscores not only the need for theorizing and studying literacy as a social 

practice, but also for researching meaning-making in (multimodal) texts.  

Definitions of Literacy and Text as Used in this Dissertation 

From the sociocultural perspectives, in conjunction with the UNESCO (2017) and 

(2020) definitions, the definition of literacy that I use in this dissertation pulls from the 
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sociocultural and multiliteracies theorists discussed above, but in particular: Barton and 

Hamilton (1998), Cope and Kalantzis (2000, 2005), Kern (2000), Kress (2000a, 2000b), 

Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), and the New London Group (1996). I define literacy as 

the ability to interact with and understand a variety of text forms including visual images, 

multimodal genre elements and components, and their relationship(s) to written word. In 

my definition of literacy, literacy 1) is situated in the social context, 2) is not a set of 

decontextualized skills, 3) encompasses more than the mode of the written word, and 4) is 

about what people do with literacy, with texts, and in real-world contexts.  

For the purposes of my research, I define a text as any product that is written or 

spoken, is a visual image, or is a combination of words and images; thus a text can be 

multimodal. My definition of text pulls from scholars such as Cope and Kalantzis (2000, 

2005), Fairclough (1995), Kress (2000a, 2000b, 2010), and Kress and van Leeuwen (2006). 

Visual and/or multimodal literacy includes meaning-making in multimodal texts. It 

involves recognizing that there is meaning in the layout of a page or multimodal ensemble, 

there is meaning in the content and composition of an image, and meaning-making requires 

understanding the relationships between these multimodal elements and written words. 

Visual and/or multimodal literacy of texts is also embedded in the social context. 

Within the L2 adult emergent reader researcher community, scholars like Bigelow 

and Vinogradov (2011), Tarone et al. (2009), and Santos and Whiteside (2015) have called 

for an increase in research dealing with the social and cultural uses of literacy, stating that 

literacy is more than just a set of skills to be mastered, and that teachers should “take into 

account the complex processes at work in the classroom” (Bigelow & Vinogradov, 2011, 

p. 123). These processes include the social and cultural aspects of both the home culture 
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and the new culture. From such a perspective, it is therefore apparent that the social and 

cultural aspects of literacy should both be researched and be considered in research. Even 

as early as 2000, Wrigley and Guth had stated that literacy for L2 adult emergent readers 

involved more than just decoding words – it was a combination of literacy skills necessary 

for functioning effectively in a social environment. Such a view posits that literacy is a 

social phenomenon where readers and writers negotiate meaning and use literacy in their 

lives in a variety of ways (2000). Yet much of the early work on LESLLA learners focused 

on literacy as decontextualized, psycholinguistic, cognitive processes, and did not take into 

account the social aspects of literacy (see, for example, Kurvers, 2002, 2007; Kurvers & 

van de Craats, 2007; Tarone & Bigelow, 2007; Tarone et al., 2006; Tarone et al., 2009; van 

de Craats et al., 2006; Young-Scholten, 2004). This dissertation seeks to fill this gap in 

research on the social and cultural uses of literacy (inclusive of visual and/or multimodal 

literacy), and the negotiation of meaning-making by L2 adult emergent readers by 

broadening the scope of what types of texts this population interacts with, and broadening 

the view of how they make meaning. This expanded perspective takes the social semiotic 

aspects of literacy and multimodality into account and introduces research on these 

concepts in assessment texts. 

With this framing of literacy and text in mind, I now turn to a review of the 

literature, and then a discussion of the theoretical framework that guided this study.  
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Literacy and Adult Second Language Learners with Emerging Literacy or Who 

(Have) Experienced Interruptions in Formal, School-Based Education 

There is much research about how children become literate in their first language. This 

research includes phonemic awareness, phonological awareness, the effects of phonics 

instruction, lexical and semantic strategies for reading, orthographic mapping, 

morphology, early or emergent writing, and print awareness (e.g., Bloodgood, 1999; 

Brinchmann et al., 2016; Castles & Coltheart, 2004; Desrochers et al., 2018; Díaz-Cárdenas 

et al., 2016; Doignon-Camus & Zagar, 2014; Furnes & Samuelsson, 2011; Goswami & 

Bryant, 2016; Kendeou et al., 2014; Megino-Elvira et al., 2016; Morais & Kolinsky, 2004; 

Perfetti et al., 2002; Puranik, & Lonigan, 2011, 2014; Quinn et al., 2015; Robertson & 

Deacon, 2019; Szabo, 2010; Tolchinsky, 2004). There is, however, comparatively little 

research on adult literacy (see Greenberg et al., 2002, 2009 for exceptions). Additionally, 

while considerable attention has been devoted to literacy development and second language 

acquisition of school-aged refugee- and immigrant-background children and youth (see 

e.g., Genesee et al., 2006; Cloud et al., 2009), there has been a dearth of research on adult 

emergent readers becoming literate in a second language. Furthermore, this scarcity of 

research mirrors a larger trend of a gap in research on adult ESL learners in non-formal 

settings (Durham & Kim, 2019; Mathews-Aydinli, 2008).  

In 2004, Bigelow and Tarone rekindled a dormant discussion about second 

language acquisition (SLA) in populations of learners who do not read or write in any 

language. At that time, they were engaged in ongoing research with illiterate5 Somali adults 

 
 
5 This term is no longer preferred due to its negative, deficit connotations. 



53 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

and adolescents who had been resettled in Minnesota due to the refugee crisis. Bigelow 

and Tarone called on researchers to consider the impact of L1 literacy on a learner’s 

acquisition of L2 oral skills (2004). Noting that most research on SLA occurs in 

populations that are already literate, they posited it was time for researchers to broaden 

their research populations to include learners who do not already have L1 literacy (Bigelow 

& Tarone, 2004), particularly if they wished to understand all the variables that affect SLA 

processes. At around this same time, a few other researchers around the world were 

questioning a similar idea – how do the most vulnerable second language learners (those 

without literacy in their L1) learn and acquire languages? Kurvers was researching this in 

the Netherlands (2002), Skeppstedt in Sweden (2003), and Condelli and Wrigley (2003), 

and Young-Scholten and Strom (2004) in the United States (LESLLA, Our Story, 2020).  

Due in part to increased migration from the beginning of the most recent global 

refugee crisis, and in part because of this reawakened interest in language and literacy 

acquisition of L2 adult learners, the first LESLLA6 symposium took place in August 2005 

in the Netherlands as a way of bringing together researchers and practitioners whose sole 

interest is in SLA and literacy acquisition for adults. Since then the symposium has been 

held annually in Europe or North America, and annual proceedings of the symposia have 

also been published. In the inaugural proceedings, van de Craats, Kurvers, and Young-

Scholten (2006) provided a thorough history of research on LESLLA learners, and of the 

background of most LESLLA learners. It is here, in this first publication on LESLLA 

 
 
6 Literacy Education and Second Language Learning for Adults 
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learners that the words “low-literate” are used in conjunction with this population. 

Strikingly, just six years later, Bigelow & Vinogradov (2011) proposed the term adult 

“adult emergent reader” for use with this population as discussed above. While the initial 

acronym for LESLLA stood for “Low-Educated Second Language and Literacy 

Acquisition of Adults,” with the shift from deficit to strengths-based perspectives, the 

meaning of the acronym was formally changed in 2017 to the current “Literacy Education 

and Second Language Learning for Adults.” 

 Research on adult literacy has shown that learning how to read takes as long for 

adults as for children, if not longer for adults (Knowland & Thomas, 2014). Literacy –

acquisition and its associated practices – for those who are L2 adult emergent readers is a 

daunting task (Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010; Haverson & Haynes, 1982) as cognitively there 

are two areas of acquisition occurring simultaneously, that of literacy and that of language 

(Strube et al., 2013). Studies have shown that the acquisition of literacy skills in an ESL 

class takes much longer for students who are emergent readers than it does for students 

who have even a small literacy skillset in their L1 (Burt et al., 2003; Burt et al., 2008; 

Reimer, 2008; Spiegel & Sunderland, 2006; Strube, 2009; Tarone & Bigelow, 2005; see 

also Kurvers et al., 2010 for Dutch L2 studies), because students who are literate in their 

L1 can transfer that set of skills to the L2 (August, 2006; Birch, 2007; Cummins, 1984). 

Kurvers et al. (2010), for example, found that it took, on average, more than 850 hours of 

instruction7 for an L2 adult emergent reader to be able to read monosyllabic words such as 

 
 
7 Note that most children would reach a benchmark of reading longer words with consonant clusters – a 
benchmark that is one level higher than is noted here – in “about 300-400 hours of instruction time” as 
stated in Kurvers et al. (2010, p. 70). 
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“The bus is late,” with many adult students never achieving that skill even after 850 hours 

of instruction.8 Young-Scholten and Naeb (2010) discussed what they termed the 

“constellation of skills” necessary for an adult emergent to learn how to read in a second 

language. They noted similarities in children’s literacy development, specifically in 

phonemic awareness, phonological awareness, environmental print awareness, and 

phonological competence in relation to vowel, syllables, and vocabulary. They stated, 

“first-time second language readers are making use of the same mechanisms children use 

in learning to read in their native language” (Young-Scholten & Naeb, 2010, p. 88), and 

noted that teachers should continue engaging their students in activities that focus on and 

support phonological acquisition, phonological awareness, and vocabulary development. 

That this same support should be focused on the learners as adults, however, is noted by 

other scholars such as Bigelow & Vinogradov (2011) who specified that generalizing 

findings from studies about children to adults is not recommended. While Young-Scholten 

and Naeb’s (2010) work is focused on morphosyntax and psycholinguistic processing, it 

does highlight some of the many aspects of literacy development in a second language that 

L2 adult emergent readers are encountering, but research on the social semiotic aspects of 

literacy can supplement this work. 

There is also a link between print literacy skills and oral processing skills (August 

& Shanahan, 2006; Kurvers & Stockman, 2009; Strube et al., 2013; Tarone et al., 2009), 

such that learner’s L2 oral proficiency has a positive impact on L2 literacy development 

because instructors can use the students’ strengths in oral proficiency as a foundation for 

 
 
8 In this study, some students never met the benchmark of reading monosyllabic words, while others 
needed far more than the average of 850 hours of instruction to do so (Kurvers et al., 2010). 
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teaching print literacy. This, however, also means that L2 oral acquisition skills can be 

affected by L1 literacy if a student has had prior experiences with literacy in their L1. For 

the student whose literacy is developing for the first time in their lives in an L2, however, 

this positive effect of L2 oral skills on L2 literacy means that it is easier for students to 

learn sound-symbol relationships if they understand the oral words those associations are 

related to (Strube et al., 2013; Vinogradov & Bigelow, 2010; see also Croydan, 2005). 

Thus, instructors should focus on oral skills in addition to literacy skills since oral skills 

lead to literacy skills. Additionally, instructors should make connections to students’ lives 

as they teach print literacy so that students are able to read things that connect to their lives, 

and words that they already know. Perry (2008) and Perry (2010) both demonstrated the 

effective use of Sudanese oral stories and folktales as the foundation for learning literacy 

skills in English. Such an emphasis on contextualized learning brings instruction for L2 

adult emergent readers back to the social aspects of literacy. 

One way of teaching meaningful content is for teachers to utilize the Whole-Part-

Whole (WPW) method and the Language Experience Approach (LEA) (Crandall & 

Peyton, 1993; Croydon, 2005; Taylor, 2002; Vinogradov, 2010; Vinogradov & Bigelow, 

2010; Wurr, 2002). WPW is a balanced literacy method that utilizes a topic relevant to the 

students’ lives, then focuses on sound-symbol correspondences and other specific language 

features, then returns to the larger, overall theme. WPW is meaningful and based in 

authentic topics and real words that students know; it does not use nonsense, 

decontextualized words to teach reading. An approach for teaching with the WPW method 

is the LEA, where learner-generated texts are used (see also Marrapodi, 2013). Learners 

share a common experience such as a trip to the grocery store, or thinking about the 
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previous class, then the teacher writes down what the students recount, and then uses that 

as a text for WPW. In support of WPW and LEA, Marrapodi (2013) stressed that activities 

must have meaning for students. Marrapodi discussed one student’s frustration with the 

phonics-only approach, saying “No cat wears a hat! I don’t care about him sitting on a mat. 

Why are we doing this?” (2013, p. 51). With the focus on meaningful content and learner-

generated texts, WPW and LEA bring the social aspect of literacy into the classroom, 

particularly by focusing on literacy events and literacy practices that students may engage 

in (such as the need to read signs on a trip to the grocery store). This connects the 

curriculum to issues outside of the classroom that are salient for adults (Reder, 2015; 

Vinogradov, 2010; Wrigley & Guth, 2000) and thus makes the activity both meaningful 

and purposeful. 

Literacy for adult second language learners with emerging literacy involves more 

than just decoding of words; it involves using literacy skills to function in a social 

environment (Reder, 2015; Wrigley & Guth, 2000). Wrigley and Guth (2000) write that 

adult ESL literacy “is not an individual skill that exists in isolation, [but] literacy occurs 

through interaction with, and support from, the world of people around us;” it is a social 

phenomenon for readers and writers as they “negotiate meaning” and use literacy in their 

lives in all aspects (p. 10). Exemplifying this, Gonzalves (2012) recounted Yemeni women 

who wanted to learn literacy so they could be self-sufficient – reading buttons on phones 

to make calls, interpreting road signs, etc. (pp. 98–99; see also Perry, 2009; Pothier, 2011; 

Wall, 2017). Bigelow and Schwarz (2010) also detailed the experiences of a young Somali 

woman who needs literacy to: 1) find a job, 2) write down phone numbers, 3) read a 

medicine label, and 4) read forms that require her signature (p. 4). For students from 
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refugee backgrounds these are immediate needs, ones of great importance that do not lend 

a student to spend a year learning only phonics in a literacy class. As Condelli et al. (2008) 

noted in a separate, but related, discussion of how the L1 can supplement English language 

and literacy learning in class, “the problems of real life do not wait for English [and 

literacy] to catch up – children have to be enrolled in school, supervisors need explanations, 

and newcomers get lost” (p. 154). Additionally, all these examples are examples of literacy 

that require visual literacy, knowledge of social semiotics, and genre knowledge. Literacy 

is thus more than merely decoding words.  

Furthermore, Williams and Chapman (2008), for example, have shown that adult 

second language learners with emerging literacy are “interested in content that help[s] them 

to understand aspects of life in Australia” such as understanding the various parts of the 

city of Melbourne, making use of the hospital system, shopping for household and clothing 

items, budgeting, and making use of mobile phones (p. 127). They noted that much of the 

research in Australia prior to their study centered on the autonomous literacy skills rather 

than the ideological dimensions of literacy; thus their work strives to situate literacy 

learning in specific, contextualized environments. Authentic tasks not only keep students 

interested, but also reflect the daily-life literacy practices students will engage in (see also 

Benseman, 2014; Williams & Murray, 2010). Instruction and practices therefore need to 

be embedded in the daily social realities and the realized needs of the learners in a class 

(Auerbach, 1992; Auerbach & Burgess, 1985; Condelli et al., 2008; Imel, 1998; Knowles, 

1973; Purcell-Gates et al., 2002; Weinstein, 1999). Reder (2015) proposed “The Busy 

Intersection” model which emphasizes learners’ personal histories, lived experiences, and 

learning trajectories which are embedded in sociocultural intersections of their cultures, 
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languages, and past educational experiences. This is in opposition to “The Parking Lot” 

paradigm of adult education where programs focus on keeping and maintaining full seats 

in classrooms, and the emphasis is more on time in the classroom as opposed to how and 

what is learned, and how that knowledge is applied outside the classroom (see also 

Leander, 2009). Reder specifies that contextualized instruction that mirrors what students 

encounter in the community, their homes, and their workplaces helps to foster emergent 

literacy practices (2015). These perspectives highlight that literacy is not a just a cognitive 

skill, but something that is situated in the social context and the lived experiences of 

students, and something that becomes a social practice; it thus must be taught and viewed 

in such a manner. 

Warriner (2007) addressed situated literacy practices in language assessment and 

pedagogy of adult students from refugee backgrounds enrolled in ESL classes at a 

community college. Although these are not L2 literacy-level students, the idea of 

considering the material consequences of literacy, and how particular literacy practices are 

used to shape relations of power and capital, is salient when extrapolated to L2 literacy 

students who are often marginalized by institutionalized literacy practices. The study 

concluded that the “prioritizing of certain literacies” (e.g., how to do well on a standardized 

test, fill in the blank, copy out of a grammar book) “has profound consequences for adult 

learners” (p. 320). The emphasis on the autonomous skills, rather than on the ideological, 

showed the value the program placed in literacy practices of assessment, and 

correspondingly the value it did not place on the literacies “language learners actually need 

to survive and thrive in the real world” (p. 320). These imposed literacy practices, shaped 
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by globalization, and economic and political agendas, clearly demonstrate how literacy is 

multiple and social, and affected by power. 

Second Language Writing 

Much of the scholarship on second language writing has largely focused on learners who 

are literate in their L1 and have had much experience in formalized education (Belcher, 

2012; de Oliveira & Silva, 2016; Riazi et al., 2018) or are early second language writers, 

where the early here refers to elementary and middle-grade school-aged children (Blanton, 

2002; Buckwalter & Lo, 2002; Matsuda & De Pew, 2002; Reynolds, 2002). Belcher (2013) 

called for a wider lens of L2 writing; this was stated earlier by Tarone (2010) who indicated 

that students with emerging literacy should be included in such broader views of writing. 

A proposed Journal of Second Language Writing special issue aims to initiate this wider 

view with a focus on adult second language learners with emerging literacy; a portion of 

Chapter 6 of this dissertation has been preliminarily accepted for this special issue.  

Classroom and Assessment Materials 

Adult second language learners with emerging literacy have unique programmatic and 

instructional needs (Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010; Burt et al., 2005, 2008; Dalderop et al., 

2009; Johnson & Terrill, 2006; Morrice et al., 2019; Vinogradov & Liden, 2009). 

Instructors of this population, however, often are in high turnover positions, oftentimes as 

volunteers, and receive very little training with respect to these unique needs (Christoph, 

2009; McCluskey, 2012; Perry & Hart, 2012; Ross, 1995; Schaetzel et al., 2007; Sticht, 

2000; Young-Scholten et al., 2015). Vinogradov (2013) recommends that instructors of 

these groups have a foundation of knowledge that includes four areas: 1) adult learning, 2) 
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the immigrant and refugee experience, 3) pedagogy, and 4) second language and literacy 

acquisition. Following this, and in response to this dearth of trainings, Altherr Flores et al.9 

devised a series of professional development workshops for teachers, tutors, and 

volunteers. One aspect of this training concerned materials development and selection. 

Commercial classroom materials generally are not suitable for adult second 

language learners with emerging literacy or who (have) experienced interruptions in 

formal, school-based learning as they rely on conventions of visual and print literacy that 

are taken for granted, e.g., text-laden pages, or activities such as drawing lines from one 

column to another (Altherr Flores, 2018; Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010; Elson & Krygowski, 

2012; Shank, 1986; Young-Scholten & Strom, 2006), and also the content may not be 

fitting for this population (Altherr Flores, 2018; Arbuckle, 2004; Bigelow & Schwarz, 

2010; Williams & Chapman, 2008). Hardy (2009) recommended materials that have plenty 

of white space, use a large font, and use a clear, sans-serif font. Altherr Flores’ (in progress) 

research on study materials for the United States citizenship test supported these 

recommendations. Hardy’s (2009) handbook and Altherr Flores’ (in progress) study 

address conventions that are often taken for granted such as the inclusion of numerous 

elements and activities and a large amount of text (crowded) on a page, small fonts to both 

indicate items are of lesser importance and to include more information on a page, and serif 

or artistic fonts to decorate a page.  

Assessment of adult second language learners with emerging literacy should also 

utilize different tools than those created for literate ESL students as print- and image-laden 

 
 
9 The (2019) publication discusses the development of the series. 
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assessments may prove overwhelming for students (Altherr Flores, 2017; Bigelow & 

Schwarz, 2010). While assessments such as Frank and Perry’s BATT (2015) exist for 

phonics, and basic skills tests such as the BEST, TABE, and CASAS are available for adult 

education programs (Wrigley & Guth, 2000), and Wrigley (2008) has suggested other 

alternative modes of assessment, there is currently not a standardized or competency-based 

test made specifically for L2 adult emergent readers from refugee backgrounds that 

incorporates aspects of ESL, English literacy, visual literacy, and multimodality that is 

appropriate for this population.  

With this broad review of pedagogy, and classroom and assessment materials in 

mind, this literature review will now turn to visual literacy in general, and then to 

specifically discussing visual literacy with respect to adult second language learners with 

emerging literacy, and to visual literacy and assessment texts. 

 

Visual and Multimodal Literacy 

The study of visual and multimodal literacy, and visual and multimodal communication is 

multi-disciplinary; scholars who write on this area come from a variety of fields such as 

art, education, linguistics, semiotics, anthropology, psychology, and communication. 

While this creates a diverse and rich set of viewpoints, it also creates difficulties since there 

is not a single unified theory of what visual and multimodal literacy and communication 

are. A starting point for a definition of visual literacy is Debes’ (1969) assertion that visual 

literacy is a set of vision-related competences that allow human beings to understand visual 

communication; however contemporary definitions add that visual literacy encompasses 

both receptive and productive competences (Hecke, 2015). Perhaps is it simplest then to 
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say that visual literacy (and visual multimodal literacy) is the ability to understand visual 

(multimodal) communication. 

 In the same way that traditional literacy operates within shared boundaries, so must 

visual literacy. It also must be constructed of a system for both creating and making 

meaning in messages that range from functional and basic to artistic (Dondis, 1973; see 

also Avgerinou & Pettersson, 2011; Debes, 1969; Feldman, 1976; Heinich et al., 1982; 

Messaris & Moriarty, 2004; and Seels, 1994 for additional definitions concerning visual 

literacy). Simply put, visual literacy is the method for understanding how a text constructs 

meaning visually. Additionally, since visual literacy encompasses multimodal elements, it 

should therefore be considered in conjunction with multimodal literacy.  

Duncum (2004) called for educators to recognize that meaning is made though 

more than just perception of sight and more than images as a mere communicative mode, 

but through the interaction of sight, images, and the visual modalities that accompany the 

communication. He also stressed that communication takes place in a social context, and 

that literacy, or “the making of meaning through communicative modes” is social 

(Duncum, 2004, p. 253). Utilizing the multiliteracies approach of Cope and Kalantzis 

(2000), he called for educators to teach how to interpret the interaction between the two or 

more sign systems. Duncum emphasized teaching students how to examine the functional 

relationships between words and images, because doing so will help students to understand 

the increasingly multimodal texts in the world.  

 Jewitt (2008) presented the notion that by “doing literacy,” students understand 

“what counts as literacy” (p. 248), and applied this idea to multimodal literacies and 

multiliteracies. She discussed the explicit teaching of the metalanguage of multimodal 
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educational texts, or how each of the parts of the text works with others to create meaning. 

Although multimodality is a significant part of school curricula as meanings are presented 

in image and written form, research has shown that individual students may engage with 

one mode more than another, and that by doing this, they may miss important aspects of 

the content (Jewitt, 2008). Because of this, Jewitt (2008) stated that students need explicit 

instruction in how to recognize the salient elements of a (visual) multimodal text, and 

where to start reading the layout of a visual multimodal text.  

Serafini defined multimodal literacy as “a process of generating meanings in 

transaction with multimodal texts, including written language, visual images, and design 

features, from a variety of perspectives to meet the requirements of particular social 

contexts” (2015, p. 413). Visual multimodal literacy is thus based in perception and in use 

of the text, but interpretation involves more than just simple decoding (Serafini, 2015). 

Serafini (2010) made an important mention of Stafford’s (2008) distinction between visual 

competence and visual literacy: competence is a baseline skill, or the ability to decode a 

visual image or visual multimodal ensemble, whereas visual literacy entails more 

advanced, specialized skills of understanding and perception (Serafini, 2010, p. 92). 

Readers need to increase their visual competence if they wish to become visually literate, 

and it is the educator’s role to help readers notice the important elements in a text so that 

they can become literate instead of competent (Serafini, 2010). 

Though “visual images are drawn with increased frequency to make sense of one’s 

world, often overshadowing the once dominant mode of written language” (Serafini, 2010, 

p. 86), and images and texts are being combined in new and unique ways, there is 

considerable instruction in reading the written word, but little exists for reading visual 
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images (Serafini, 2010, 2014, 2015). This shift from reading just the monomodal written 

word to the multimodal ensemble means that readers need to learn additional new strategies 

and skills for decoding and comprehending the text (Serafini, 2010). In print-based 

multimodal texts, there are three main types of mode: 1) textual elements (written 

language), 2) visual images (photographs, paintings, drawings), and 3) design features 

(layout, typography, borders) (Serafini, 2014, 2015).  

Serafini (2010) presented three analytical perspectives for interpreting multimodal 

texts: perceptual, structural, and ideological. Each of the three perspectives is insufficient 

by itself for reading a text, but, as Serafini noted, a combination of the perspectives 

provides frameworks to bring readers to a deeper understanding of the text. Additionally, 

rather than asking only what texts are or how they appear at face value, teachers must also 

ask their students what texts do (Serafini, 2010, 2015). Explicit recommendations for 

bringing the frameworks into the classroom are provided in Serafini (2011). One 

recommendation is to use the “Noticings-Meanings-Implications” chart, which will help 

students to draw attention to the salient elements of the multimodal text (p. 344). The author 

also offers lists of questions to be asked when analyzing the elements of visual multimodal 

works (Serafini, 2011). The application of these frameworks and the pedagogical 

recommendations can help students increase their repertoire for making meaning from 

visual and multimodal texts.  

 The previous discussion of visual literacy and multimodal literacy sought to place 

both terms historically, provide an overview of the theory associated with them, discuss 

various scholars’ definitions, and consider how these literacies are addressed in classrooms. 

From these discussions, it is clear there are many perspectives on what visual and 
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multimodal literacy is; some points of convergence, however, are that visual/multimodal 

literacy: 1) is both a cognitive skill and is also socioculturally situated; thus it is based in 

both perception and context, 2) involves competence, i.e., knowledge and performance are 

interrelated, 3) utilizes decoding, encoding, and interpretation, 4), is productive and 

interactive, 5) is not universal, 6) and must be learned or acquired because, as Schneck 

(2005) notes, people are born able to see, but the understanding of the visual images that 

surround people is a product of learning and habit. 

Visual and Multimodal Literacy and Language Teaching and Learning 

Turning to visual and multimodal literacy in the language and literacy classroom, we see 

that both spoken language and visual language (whether images, layout, or writing) are 

forms of communication. Language instructors use combinations of images and written 

and spoken words to supplement spoken and written language, to teach vocabulary, on 

classroom worksheets, in formal and informal assessments, and in other teaching materials 

(Harper & de Jong, 2004; Hecke, 2015). Yet despite these common uses of images, the 

teaching of visual and multimodal literacy is a relatively new concept. Kress (2000c) 

believes it is nonsensical for text and images to not be read in conjunction with each other 

and for language educators to not emphasize the importance of students being able to read 

and understand multimodal texts. He states that “nearly every text …uses two modes of 

communication: (a) language as writing and (b) image. Yet TESOL professionals continue 

to act as though language fully represented the meanings they wish to encode and 

communicate” ... Language is no longer, and can be no longer, the only carrier of semiotic 

meaning (Kress, 2000c, p. 337, 339). 
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Britsch (2009) followed this line of thinking, arguing that language is not the central 

mode of communication, but instead that language learning is based on visual thinking (see 

also Barry, 1997 where visual perception leads to language). She posited that images 

should not be mere supplements in the language classroom, but be central aspects of 

language teaching and learning. Britsch called for ESOL teacher education to include the 

development of visual literacy so that teachers may be prepared to include visual elements 

in their classrooms (2009), which would in turn provide a solid basis for second language 

development. Similarly, Jewitt and Kress (2010) state that a combination of image and 

word is now the first step in accessing the language in the English classroom (p. 350). 

Royce (2002) also asserted that teachers should incorporate multimodality pedagogy in the 

TESOL classroom, noting that visual and verbal modes complement each other and provide 

a range of deep meaning. Hecke (2015), however, posited that visual literacy is a 

precondition of language performance if a class is image-based, or if visual tools are used 

in language instruction. Students must be able to understand the images and/or visuals; 

otherwise, miscommunications may arise due to the student misunderstanding the image, 

not the language (Hecke, 2015). Thus, like Britsch (2009) and Royce (2002), Hecke asserts 

it is necessary for (language) teachers to train their students how to interpret visual 

(multimodal) images, and also for teachers to receive training in visual literacy. Hecke 

recommended utilizing the methods of Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) grammar of visual 

design, but also suggested asking students to create their own visual texts to increase their 

visual literacy skills (2015).  

 Cooper (2002) discussed visual information for child ESL learners, noting that 

culture and lived experiences play a role in how meanings are interpreted, and that for 
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children who are L2 learners, visual images and multimodal ensembles may present 

different meanings (see also Boling et al., 2004). Furthermore, Cooper addressed the nature 

of two-dimensional images in contrast to three-dimensional real life. Because pictures are 

attempts at showing something read in 2D, conventions for depicting 3D objects in 2D 

differ across cultures, teachers need to explicitly teach how to read such images (Cooper, 

2002). While Cooper’s (2002) emphasis is on children, the article is applicable to all second 

language learners because of its consideration of culture, and physical and visual 

environments – specifically the symbols (i.e., intentional, connotative, and interpretive) 

and types of images that are contained in them. 

 

Visual and Multimodal Literacy and Adult Second Language Learners with 

Emerging Literacy, or Who (Have) Experienced Interruptions in Formal, School-

Based Education 

To become literate, one must also develop visual literacy (Franker, 2007). Thus, many 

adult second language learners with emerging literacy, or who (have) experienced 

interruptions in formal education are also learning visual literacy. As mentioned earlier, 

there is very little research, particularly recent research, about the social semiotics of 

literacy, and more specifically visual literacy. Early work in this area focused on cognition, 

but not the social semiotic aspects of literacy. This early work included empirical studies, 

literature reviews, and recommendations for teaching visual literacy and for designing 

materials for international development work (Haverson & Haynes, 1982; Hudson, 1960; 

Hvitfeldt, 1985; Linney, 1995; Schiffman, 1995; Zimmer & Zimmer, 1978). Additionally, 

researchers in the medical community have researched visual literacy in medical materials 
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(Cornett, 2009; Doak et al., 1996; Dowse, 2004; Hill, 2008; Houts et al., 2006), however, 

these works concern adults with low literacy but not necessarily adult second language and 

literacy learners. More recent literature reviews and pedagogical recommendations for 

working with this latter population have mentioned visual and multimodal literacy (e.g., 

Arbuckle, 2004; Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010; Burt et al., 2008; Hardy, 2009; Marrapodi, 

2013), but, as noted above, research on visual literacy and textual design for adult second 

language and literacy learners is understudied, especially with regard to assessment texts. 

It is clear from existing literature that visual perception and visual discrimination 

skills must be explicitly taught in the second language and literacy classroom, and yet they 

very often are not part of a second language and literacy curriculum. Such visual perception 

and visual discrimination skills are what are needed for determining the meaning behind 

lines, spaces between words, punctuation marks, symbols/letters, word orientation, and so 

forth. In addition, students must receive instruction on what side of the page to read from, 

starting from the top, and so forth. All these skills transfer to reading images as well 

(Arbuckle, 2004; Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010; Haverson & Haynes, 1982); thus visual 

literacy for the L2 literacy learner includes knowledge of conventionalized, culturally-

coded visual communication styles for a variety of modes, including still image, writing, 

and layout.  

For the adult emergent reader, it may be a new concept to realize that there is 

conventionalized meaning in a printed image. Charts, maps, clipart, graphs, pictures, 

(stylized) line drawings, and illustrations often perplex and escape students with emerging 

literacy and also emerging visual literacy (Bruski, 2012; Burt et al. 2008; Comings & 

Soricone, 2005; Hill, 2008; Linney, 1995). In the same way that adult emergent readers 
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learn to make a connection between the lines of the letter “R,” they must also learn to make 

a connection between a set of lines representing, for instance, a drawn tree. Ardila et al. 

(1989) also noted that picture recognition is not an innate skill, and is instead something 

that is learned in school. Strube et al. (2010) cautioned against the careless use of pictures 

in literacy education because an “apparently simple” illustration can be interpreted 

differently than intended; they explicitly stated that “learning to ‘read’ pictures is … an 

essential practice for the literacy classroom” (p. 62).  

In general, adult L2 literacy learners have difficulty naming two-dimensional 

objects, tending to see drawings as flat instead of 3D (Hudson, 1960). These learners may 

have difficulty connecting clipart or line drawings with their mental imagery because they 

may not have been “trained to connect a print item with a real thing” (Marrapodi, 2013). 

However, when images are more life-like (as opposed to being drawings) and also in color, 

L2 adult emergent readers can more easily interpret and understand what the object is 

(Bigelow & Schwarz, 2010; Bigelow & Vinogradov, 2011; Reis et al., 2006; Schiffman, 

1995). Nurss (1998) showed that emergent readers may not know where to look when 

viewing a complex image or text. Reis et al.’s (2006) study indicated that colored images, 

and images that were very realistic were helpful for nonliterates as they processed photos.  

Additionally, images that do not relate to students’ lives, or images of items that do 

not exist in the students’ home culture, are difficult for them to interpret (Greenfield, 1997; 

Zimmer & Zimmer, 1978). Hudson’s (1960) study demonstrated that emergent readers use 

their own experiences, culture, and knowledge to help them make sense of images. In 

Williams and Chapman’s (2008) study, they used photographs that represented the local 

refugee community so that students could identify with the images. As Stein (2008) noted, 
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“meaning-making is ‘sense-making;” it is tied to how humans understand objects, and to 

the extent that interacting with an object makes sense within their frames of reference (p. 

32). In this way, visual literacy not only depends on their print literacy skills, but also 

students’ lived experiences. 

Educators can teach their students how to read images by first asking students what 

they see, and then pointing out pictorial elements (Arbuckle, 2004). Haverson and Haynes 

(1982) also recommended explicit instruction for where to focus on the picture or image 

and locate the important details in order to find the message, and how to read stylized 

images if stylized images are used (see also Ardila & Moreno, 2001; Comings & Soricone, 

2005). Bigelow and Vinogradov (2011) noted that images should be discussed clearly with 

students; for example, they recommended showing a picture of a peach and a picture of an 

apple, and discussing what makes them different. Linney (1995) recommended a tripartite 

approach for addressing emergent visual literacy: 1) make pictures that people 

understand/consider the audience; 2) improve visual literacy skills through explicit 

instruction; 3) increase exposure to visual images. Although Linney’s recommendations 

are made for development workers working with low-literate villagers, they can easily be 

extrapolated to the adult language and literacy educator. Critically, however, there are no 

studies that address specifically how to teach visual literacy to adult emergent readers from 

refugee backgrounds, nor are there many specific recommendations for teaching or 

assessing visual and multimodal literacy to this population aside from what has been 

mentioned in this chapter of the dissertation. This critique seems reminiscent of Kress’ 

(2000c) assertion that visual and multimodal literacy must be explicitly taught in the 

language classroom. While it is true that pedagogy of visual and multimodal literacy for 
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L2 adult emergent readers will be different than that of literate ESL learners since so much 

of it will be print based, there does seem to be a need for explicit pedagogical materials or 

directives, and assessment of this sort. 

Appropriate visual images are very important for students with emerging print 

literacy because, as Linney (1995) noted, for emergent readers who may “…have not learnt 

the common pictorial conventions, a picture simply appears as a meaningless collection of 

lines, shapes, tones, and colors on a piece of paper,” on a whiteboard, or on a study card 

(p. 20) (see also Strube et al., 2010). Hvitfeldt showed that iconic images and pictures can 

be used with emergent readers as long as explicit instruction in how to read the icon occurs; 

thus, familiarity with the pictorial conventions of iconic images will lead to success 

(Hvitfeldt, 1985). Symbolic images, on the other hand, because they are abstract and based 

in cultural conventions, are more difficult for emergent readers to interpret correctly 

(Hvitfeldt, 1985; Schiffman, 1995). Actions are difficult to draw or show in images; lines 

of motion or arrows are arbitrary conventions that print-literate societies often use to depict 

such action, while other conventions like shading, speech bubbles, etc. are used to be 

explanatory in images (Hvitfeldt, 1985; Schiffman, 1995). These symbols must be taught 

explicitly to emergent readers. Similarly, visual conventions like perspective and depth are 

often misinterpreted by emergent readers, or are ignored entirely, resulting in 

miscommunication (Hvitfeldt, 1985; Linney, 1995, Schiffman, 1995; Zimmer & Zimmer, 

1978). Text within visuals, in essence, multimodal texts, are difficult for emergent readers 

to read because the text may be overwhelming (Schiffman, 1995). Finally, cartoons, 

drawings of disembodied parts, e.g., a hand unattached to an arm, internal body parts, e.g., 

babies in utero, stick figures, silhouettes, and conventions for showing pain, sadness, or 
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happiness can also be confusing for students with emerging literacy (Hvitfeldt, 1985; 

Schiffman, 1995). Hvitfeldt explicitly noted that  

like the acquisition of literacy skills, the interpretations of symbolic 
pictures and drawings requires a kind of perception that goes beyond 
what can be seen directly. …Iconic pictures [when appropriately 
scaffolded] can be used effectively to facilitate learning both 
language and literacy, [but] arbitrary symbolic representations may 
in fact be as abstract as print itself and may only serve to complicate 
an already difficult task (1985, p. 30). 

 
This exemplifies Arbuckle’s (2004) assertion that in order to understand a picture 

or a visual image correctly, viewers must know the language or the code in which the image 

was created (p. 449). It should also be noted that there is still arbitrariness in icons, but not 

as much as symbols. 

Since Hvitfeldt (1985) and Schiffman (1995), and the publications in international 

development by Zimmer and Zimmer (1978) and Linney (1995), little further research has 

been done in this area, and few teachers have had training in this area, as evidenced by the 

continued usage of inappropriate classroom instructional and assessment materials for 

LESLLA learners. With globalization, and the increasing refugee population, it is 

increasingly important for these recommendations to be taken into account, and further 

research for this population needs to take place. The few recent studies addressing visual 

literacy in this population are discussed below.  

Whiteside (2008) investigated deixis in imagined spaces in textbooks used in an 

adult ESL literacy classroom. The study found that students had difficulties understanding 

relationships between photographs and their accompanying captions because students did 

not understand the time/space relations in imaginary spaces. Strube et al. (2010) explored 

how L2 literacy learners understood picture stories, and found that learners misinterpreted 
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pictures, and also had difficulty telling coherent stories based on how they understood the 

pictures. Bruski (2012) examined graphic devices used in educational materials. The results 

showed that refugee-background adult L2 literacy learners were better able to understand 

iconic signs than symbolic signs, and that symbolic signs were often misinterpreted as 

iconic, demonstrating that context was important and necessary for interpretation. Altherr 

Flores (2019) studied visual and multimodal literacy and student engagement in semiotic 

landscapes, and the results revealed a disconnect between good intentions of designed signs 

and actual user interaction precisely because of assumptions of visual and multimodal 

design literacy and genre knowledge. 

 

Assessment 

Second Language Learners 

The importance of understanding how L2 learners interpret test layout is not restricted to 

adults with emerging literacy. Fairbairn & Martin (2004) reported on the use of visual cues 

in assessment texts to support L2 learners; their findings suggested that an increase in 

graphic support (as compared to the use of such visual imagery on tests for L1 students) 

through bolding, pictures, and other such cues are beneficial for L2 learners. One beneficial 

aspect of their findings is the recommendation to embed testing tasks in classroom activity 

to prepare students for the testing event. Connor-Linton (1995a, 1995b) and Silva (1997) 

both also found that test-takers’ lack of familiarity with test writing tasks that they may not 

have experienced in their L1 influenced their writing performance on tests. This effect of 

test task genre and differing literacy experiences can be extrapolated to L2 learners with 

emerging literacy.  
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Additionally, Fox and Cheng’s (2007) study, which was composed of L1 test-takers 

and L2 test-takers revealed differences between the two groups – notably in regards to test 

constructs, knowledge of test genre and test-wise strategies, test-taker preparation, and test 

engagement. The results suggested that assessments given to a population for whom they 

were not developed, and for whom there are not appropriate evaluative measures in place, 

may have lower reliability and validity. It can be inferred that similar results would occur 

with tests developed for L2 learners with not only emerging literacy, but also emerging 

visual literacy and emerging assessment (genre) literacy. Consideration of students’ 

knowledge of the genre of the assessment is also tied to their beliefs about the purpose of 

writing. Currie and Cray (2004) investigated why students write, both in and out of 

classrooms; the findings showed that many teachers and students believed writing was 

done as a classroom-based skill, and not as an act embedded in the social context. 

Exploration into why adult L2 learners with emerging literacy choose to write (or not write) 

on assessment texts may also give insight into what they believe the purpose of writing is 

in such literacy events.  

Adult Second Language Learners with Emerging Literacy 

Turning to adult second language learners with emerging literacy or who (have) 

experienced interruptions in formal, school-based learning, Allemano (2013) explored test 

validity and meaning-making of adult L2 learners in the UK. The study found that students’ 

demonstrated literacy abilities were often affected by the testing process itself, that is by 

the structure, format, and event of completing an exam. Gonzalves (2017) studied 

assessments used by adult ESL literacy educators in California, finding that CASAS’s 

current lowest-level tests are not appropriate and/or valid for L2 literacy learners, and that 
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that educators could benefit from instruction on how to reliably informally evaluate their 

students. Carlsen (2017) also discussed standardized assessment, focusing on the 

development of and initial piloting of a Norwegian language test for adult second language 

learners with emerging literacy (see also see Dalderop et al., 2009 for a discussion of the 

Dutch perspective). Both Gonzalves and Carlsen call for increased participation from adult 

L2 literacy learners’ teachers and the test developers. 

Building on this limited prior research in social semiotics and also in assessment, 

Altherr Flores (2017), the pilot study for the present research project, showed that refugee-

background L2 adult emergent readers make meaning from the modes of still image, 

writing, and layout in assessment texts in unexpected ways. The study specifically 

concerned the use of graphic devices such as check boxes and dividing lines, abstract, 

symbolic signs versus icons, image composition, and page layout. Thus, the use of visual 

cues in texts for adult second language learners with emerging literacy, coupled with the 

uses of tests, necessitates understanding how this population makes meaning, both 

perceptively and productively, in (multimodal) assessment texts.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

This dissertation draws on Critical Applied Linguistics (Pennycook, 2001) and critical 

multimodal social semiotic analysis (Fairclough, 1995; Kress, 2010; Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 2006; Pennycook, 2001). These threads in the literature are interwoven and held 

together by common concerns of language, power, social contexts, and criticality.  

 

 



77 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Critical Applied Linguistics 

Concerned with macro and micro relations, Critical Applied Linguistics (CALx) relates 

applied linguistics to the broader social, cultural, and political domains, and aims to 

highlight how any classroom, text, or conversation must be studied in relation to these 

larger domains (Pennycook, 2001, p. 5, 11). The texts, materials, curriculum, and 

languages used in a classroom are representative of the broader social order; through this 

representation, dominant ideologies of the outside world are reproduced in the classroom 

(Pennycook, 2001). With these macro and micro realms in mind, CALx involves constant 

skepticism or questioning of the assumed norms of applied linguistics, and aims to enact 

change through critical, reflective praxis. 

Critical Multimodal Social Semiotics 

Social semiotics is the study of meaning and its social dimensions, but also of the power 

and processes of signification and interpretation, and how societies and individuals are 

shaped by these processes (Halliday, 1978, 1985; Hodge & Kress, 1988; van Leeuwen, 

2005). Social semiotic theory is concerned with signs, sign-makers, and sign-making; the 

central concept of social semiotics is the sign, or, as van Leeuwen defined it, “an instance 

of the use of a semiotic resource for purposes of communication” (2005, p. 285). In social 

semiotics, “meaning is produced and reproduced under specific social conditions, through 

specific material forms and agencies, [meaning] exists in relationship to concrete subjects 

and objects, and [meaning] is inexplicable except in terms of this set of relationships” 

(Hodge & Kress, 1988, p. viii). As Janks (2010) noted, signs are motivated – designed to 

convey specific meanings in specific ways, and texts are meant to position their readers in 

specific ways (p. 61). Meaning is therefore based in both the social context of the 
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interaction and the use of the sign or text (Hodge & Kress, 1988; van Leeuwen, 2005); 

meaning and texts are thus culturally and historically specific (Kress & van Leeuwen, 

2006). A key distinction of social semiotics is that meaning is not frozen and fixed in the 

sign as it is in traditional semiotics (e.g., Saussure, 1959), but a sign can produce different 

meanings with reference to specific contexts and interactions (Hodge & Kress, 1988). 

Expanding the concept of discourse to include non-linguistic modes of meaning-

making in representation and communication, Kress uses a multimodal social semiotic 

approach to study how and what meanings are made (2000b, 2000c, 2010, 2011). Modes 

are the “socially made and culturally available material-semiotic resources for 

representation” (Kress, 2011, p. 208); context shapes these available resources for making 

meaning, as well as how the resources are chosen and designed (Kress, 2010). Examples 

of modes include image, writing, speech, gesture, music, sound, gaze, etc. Each mode can 

express the same intended meaning as another mode, however, the realization of this 

meaning differs from mode to mode. For instance, the mode of written language relies on 

words and sentence structures to impart a message, whereas the mode of an image-form 

relies on layout, color, and salience (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). All texts, however, are 

inherently multimodal as no written text can be disassociated from the material it was 

written on, and no visual image can be disassociated from the colors used to create it (Kress 

& van Leeuwen, 2006).  

The term “multimodality” does not designate a method or theory, but rather a 

phenomenon where multiple modes are combined (van Leeuwen & Kress, 2011). 

Multimodality, simply put, is “the use of several semiotic modes in the design of a semiotic 

product or event” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001, p. 20). A multimodal social semiotic 
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perspective is founded on the notion that the meaning of signs created from multimodal 

semiotic resources is social, contextual, and temporal; that is, the meaning is shaped by the 

norms and social rules that were operating at the moment of the sign’s creation – this 

moment is both when the designer creates it and when the reader perceives or interprets it 

(Jewitt, 2009, p. 15). Modal systems, such as an entire test or set of assessments, can be 

studied as texts, with a focus on their use in the given social context. 

As discussed earlier in this literature review, multimodality has also been taken up 

by many scholars working in Literacy Studies because of the emphasis of the social and 

the situated context (Street, 1998). Street argued that multimodal texts, because they are 

situated in power relations, are ideological; thus there is a connection between literacy 

practices and multimodal texts since literacy practices are also ideological and positioned 

in power, and shaped by culture (Street, 2008). Jewitt and Kress (2003) also placed literacy 

in the field of multimodality by stating that writing is a multimodal practice since it pulls 

from modes of directionality, spatiality, and visual modes. Finally, multimodality is also 

intertwined with perception and meaning-making as much of it can be related to culture 

and lived experiences (Jewitt, 2009).  

Using the social semiotic perspective, and recognizing that visual language (like all 

language) is not universal but rather is culturally specific, Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) 

created a visual grammar to interpret “Western” visual design (pp. 3–4). The grammar 

highlights the importance of visual composition, showing that all created images are 

ideological and are representative of the “social institutions within which the images are 

produced, circulated, and read…[The images] have a deeply important semantic 

dimension” (2006, p. 47). The visual grammar applies Halliday’s (1978) Systemic 
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Functional Linguistics (SFL) textual (compositional), ideational (representational), and 

interpersonal (interactive) metafunctions to multimodal texts. Each metafunction positions 

the reader and designer of a text in certain social roles. This grammar can be supplemented 

by the Barthian visual semiotic and iconographic approach of “what do images represent 

and how?” and “what are the hidden meanings of these images (i.e., what values and ideas 

do the people, places, and things represented in the images stand for?)?” (van Leeuwen, 

2011, p. 2). 

Turning to Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), we see that CDA aims to demystify 

ideologies and power through investigation of semiotic data (Wodak & Meyer, 2009). 

CDA views the language used “in speech and writing as a form of social practice” 

(Fairclough & Wodak, 1997, p. 258), and determines that the context of language use is 

crucial. A dialectical relationship exists between the discursive event and the institution, 

situation, and social structure that surrounds it; both shape and are shaped by the other 

(Fairclough et al. 2011). Importantly “critical” is not synonymous with “negative;” rather, 

the critique seeks to understand and highlight things that may be taken for granted as 

normal. CDA is eclectic with a variety of problem-oriented approaches and methodologies 

that may be undertaken ranging from van Dijk’s Sociocognitive Approach, to Wodak’s 

Discourse-Historical Approach, to Fairclough’s Dialectical-Relational Approach 

(Fairclough et al. 2011; Lin, 2014; Wodak & Meyer, 2009), however the common ground 

of power, ideology, and critique unites this paradigm. 

Hodge (2012) argued that “Critical Discourse Analysis” and “Social Semiotics” are 

part of a common field (p. 2), stating that Hodge and Kress (1988), and van Leeuwen 

(2005) developed “social semiotics to broaden the base of CDA, not [to] be an alternative” 
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(p. 3). Hodge asserted that social semiosis is part of discourse, and that “whatever CDA 

refers to, its object includes social semiotic phenomena, and whatever Social Semiotics 

refers to, it includes CDA” (2012, p. 3). In this way, a distinction between the two is 

arbitrary as CDA can be concerned with more than verbal texts, and can also include non-

linguistic forms of communication. 

Finally, Caldas-Coulthard and van Leeuwen (2003) stated that a “critical social 

semiotics” is not interested in semiotics for the sake of semiotics, but for relating semiotic 

theory to social themes, nor is it concerned with mere description of texts, but in the 

“analyses of multimodal texts as playing a vital role in the production, reproduction, and 

transformation of the social practices that constitute society” (Caldas-Coulthard & van 

Leeuwen, 2003, p. 3). Since any critical interpretation must be related to the social context, 

Machin (2013) argues that multimodal discourse analysis can draw out social practices and 

ideologies which may be concealed in verbal language, but that are obvious in the semiotic 

resources of visual images and multimodal texts (p. 352). Finally, Machin (2016) posited 

that critical multimodal discourse analysis can highlight the “specific affordances that 

different kinds of semiotic resources carry,” and discuss the ideological implications for 

why some resources were utilized and others were not (p. 326).  

Thus a critical multimodal social semiotic theory is understood in this study to 

consider how semiotic resources carry intentions, ideologies, and assumptions, and also 

ways to solve problems and issues of inequality. As the world becomes increasingly 

connected through multimodal communication due to the many material-semiotic 

resources now available especially in new media, power relations must be considered, as 

well as the ensuing interactions. Discourses in both the public media and in local 
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educational contexts have the ability to shape ideology; it is through critical, problem-

solving inquiry that salient issues of representation and power inequality can be revealed 

and can be affected. 

Metafunctions. The textual, ideational, and interpersonal metafunctions are not 

separate parts of a text, rather they are intertwined aspects of a text that ultimately affect a 

text’s meaning – both in its design, and in how readers perceive it. Each metafunction can 

be analyzed separately, but also, when considering multimodal aspects of text design, can 

be considered simultaneously. This section now discusses the three metafunctions as 

utilized in Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) grammar of visual design. 

Textual Metafunction 

The textual metafunction allows different configurations of multimodal elements 

to represent different meanings. This metafunction is concerned with information value, 

salience, and framing (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). Information value is determined by 

1) left and right, or Given and New, where the information (whether it is written text or 

image) on the left of a page is considered the Given, and the information on the right is 

considered the New (2006); 2) by top and bottom, or Ideal and Real, where the written text 

or image at the top is the Ideal, or the generalized essence of information, and the written 

text or image on the bottom is the Real, or the practical, specific information (2006); and 

3) by center and margin where the information in the center is more important than the 

information along the edges (2006). It must be noted that the Given/New and Ideal/Real 

information value organization is specific to Western cultures as it mirrors Western 

conventions of writing (left to right, top to bottom). Salience is marked by visual weight: 

size, sharpness, contrast, perspective, and layout (2006). Finally, framing serves to join or 
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separate the elements of a multimodal text; in other words, framing emphasizes connection 

or disconnection (2006).  

Ideational Metafunction 

Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) categorize ideational visual structures as narrative 

or conceptual (Table 1). The narrative representations are concerned with actions and 

events, processes of change, and spatial arrangements; they tell a story through visual 

design. Narrative representations are composed of Actors, Vectors, Goals, Reacters, and/or 

Phenomena. In a transactional action process, the Actor is connected to its Goal via a 

Vector; the Vector emanates from the Actor to the Goal. In a transactional event process, 

the Actor is anonymous, and only a Vector is shown directed toward the Goal. A non-

transactional action image, on the other hand, does not have a Goal, but only an Actor and 

a Vector. Finally, a reactional process is composed of a Reacter (a secondary Actor), the 

Reacter’s Vector, and/or the Phenomena (the Reactor’s Goal); much like action processes, 

reactional processes can be transactional or non-transactional. 

 In contrast to the narrative images, conceptual images do not tell a story, but instead 

serve to define or represent the “stable or timeless essence” of a participant; thus, they show 

what something is. Conceptual images can be classificational, analytical, or symbolic. 

Analytical processes are composed of Carriers and Possessive Attributes, where the 

participants are related in terms of a “part-whole” structure. Possessive attributes (the parts) 

are used to visually describe the Carrier (the whole); the attributes qualify the whole (2006). 

Finally, symbolic processes represent “what a participant means or is” by means of a 

Carrier and/or a Symbolic Attribute (2006). Symbolic processes tend to be non-narrative 

and non-transactional. It is important to note that analytical and symbolic processes can be 
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embedded within transactional and non-transactional narrative processes, and that 

symbolic processes can be embedded in analytical processes. In this way, visual 

representations of participants can be multilayered. 

 
Table 1. Ideational Metafunction of Kress and van Leeuwen’s Visual Grammar. 

Narrative Representations  Conceptual Representations 

Transactional 
Image 

Action: 
Actor, Vector, Goal 

Event: 
Vector, 
Goal 

 
Classificational Subordinate, 

Superordinate 

Non-
transactional 
Image 

Actor, Vector  
 

Analytical Carrier, Possessive 
Attribute 

Reactional 
Image 

Reacter (secondary 
Actor), Vector, 
Phenomena 
(Reacter’s Vector + 
Goal) 

 

 

Symbolic Carrier, Symbolic 
Attribute 

Kress and van Leeuwen (2006, pp. 50, 64, 67, 74, 75, 79, 87, 105)  
 
 

Interpersonal Metafunction 

Per Kress and van Leeuwen’s visual grammar, interpersonal relationships can also 

be created through images. Represented participants, or the people depicted in an image, 

can either interact directly with the reader by making eye contact, thereby creating a visual 

form of a direct address (2006), or their gaze can look off the page, thereby distancing the 

viewer from the represented participant. Intimacy and distancing can also be achieved 

through the size of the frame; that is, depending on whether the image is a close up, medium 

shot, or long shot (2006). Finally, involvement and detachment can be represented through 

the angle in which the represented participant’s body is shown in relation to the viewer 

(2006). For example, a body angled fully toward the viewer shows involvement, while a 
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body turned away from the viewer represents varying degrees of detachment per the angle 

shown. 

Multimodal composition. Each mode can express the same intended meaning as 

another mode can; however, the realization of this meaning differs from mode to mode. 

For instance, the mode of written language relies on words and sentence structures to 

impart a message, whereas the mode of an image-form relies on layout, color, and salience 

(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). All texts, however, are inherently multimodal as no written 

text can be disassociated from the material it was written on, and no visual image can be 

disassociated from the colors used to create it (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). 

Writing  

The mode of writing has socially-constructed affordances that differ from the mode 

of speech. “Writing has words, clauses, and sentences; graphic resources such as font, size, 

bolding, spacing, frames, color, punctuation marks; and visual means such as space 

between words or around paragraphs” (Kress, 2010, p. 79). The mode of writing is spatially 

displayed, governed by the culturally/socially-determined directionality of the line, and 

tied to syntactical orderings (Kress, 2010). The use of writing is socially and culturally 

regulated and contextually dependent.  

Still Image  

Unable to be expressed by words, sounds, phonology, or syntax, still images are 

based in the logic of space; meaning is established by both spatial arrangement and the 

relationship between depicted entities (Kress, 2010). This mode of communication is also 

culturally-specific and socially regulated (Kress, 2010). Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) 

grammar of visual design is useful for the consideration of still images.  
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Layout 

Layout, for example, headings, sidebars, page orientation, etc., can orient viewers 

to notions of information value, framing, and salience (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006).  

Sign modes. Multimodal texts – and the signs that comprise them – can also be 

understood by the Peircean (1867) icon-index-symbol sign mode typology. Because 

Peircean semiotics is based in processes of understanding, as opposed to structured 

systems, a sign in his model could be perceived as one or a combination of the sign types, 

depending on the use and interpretation of the sign. This dissertation relies on the uptake 

of these typologies from Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) in their work on visual design. 

Kress and van Leeuwen’s reconceptualization of the three types of signs in visual design 

is as follows.  

Icon 

An icon is a sign with a visual resemblance to what is being represented. Thus, an 

image of a file folder on a computer desktop screen is iconic as it resembles a physical file 

folder. 

Index 

An index is a sign that resembles something that implies a concept or an object. It 

does not resemble the object (that would be an icon) but it evidences a connection between 

a (visible) sign and an idea. For example, a red stoplight indexes that the act of stopping 

must occur. This relationship between the physical stoplight and the associated action it 

points to, or indexes, is one which is socially constructed, and thereby learned. 
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Symbol 

Symbols are visual representations that do not resemble what they represent. The 

idea that is being communicated by the sign must be learned. For example, a flag is a 

symbol for a country, and the letters of the alphabet represent sounds for which there is no 

obvious connection, i.e., there is no logical reason for why the sound /t/ is represented as 

two perpendicular crossed lines. 

Metafunctions and modes in test genres. The following discussion will employ a 

set of directions (see Appendix B, p. 341: Test A, p. 5) as an example for discussing the 

metafunctions and modes. 

The textual metafunction utilizes different configurations of multimodal elements 

and components to display different meanings through information value, salience, and 

framing (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 177). Readers experienced with test genre literacy 

know that directions are directions because they use words or an (exemplary) image, the 

words are bolded, italicized, underlined (or a combination of two or three) , and they are at 

the top (often left) of a page or section.  

The ideational metafunction utilizes multimodal elements and components to 

represent content and ideas through words and/or images (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 

47). Thus, readers experienced with test genre literacy know the directions are directions 

because if there are words, they give a command of what the test-taker should do, and if 

there is an image, that image is also an example of what the test-taker should do in the 

following space.  

Finally, the interpersonal metafunction utilizes multimodal elements and 

components to engage or disengage the reader (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 120). Thus, 
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for engagement, directions can speak directly to a test-taker, asking for specific personal 

information (e.g., “What is your name?); for disengagement, they could ask in general for 

an example of a person’s name. Likewise, if there is an image, for engagement, a person 

in the image could be pointing directly at the test-taker, or there could be no direct 

engagement with the test-taker with a person in an image instead looking to the side, or off 

into the distance. Engagement and personalization are not the same things; rather 

engagement is a form of direct interaction, whereas personalization is in reference to one 

specific person. 

A variety of modes can be used in each of the three metafunctions. In particular, 

the modes of layout, writing, and still image are pertinent for this analysis. Returning to 

the set of directions as an example, the mode of layout helps readers to understand that they 

are looking at a set of directions. Readers experienced with test genre literacy understand 

them as directions because they are at the top of the page, on the left side, above the 

questions and the spaces for answers, etc. In the mode of writing, the words of the directions 

are bolded to highlight their importance, and are coherent only if read from left to right. 

Finally, via the mode of still image, these directions also have an image associated with 

them which is a conceptual idea. This image is also related to the words via layout, i.e., the 

image is positioned to the left of the words, thereby signifying the expectation that the 

image would be read before the words. 

Through a combined analysis of how multimodal elements and components are 

used in the metafunctions of this example of a set of directions, we can lay bare how 

meaning is made, and how intentions are designed. This meaning is reliant upon 

understanding how the metafunctions and modes are utilized. Without knowledge of the 
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semiotic code governing this set of directions, the set of directions (see Appendix B, p. 

341: Test A, p. 5) could be understood as 1) a set of words, 2) a set of words that are darker 

than the other words on the page, 3) an image, or 4) words and an image at the top left of 

a page. By reading the set of directions as a multimodal ensemble, and understanding how 

the metafunctions within that set of directions function, readers are ascribing meaning; 

specifically, they are ascribing the meaning that these are directions, which are telling the 

test-taker to do something specific. If readers fail to understand what the bolding means, 

the significance of the layout of the words, or why an image could be associated with the 

words, then they have failed to read the multimodal components of this genre element and 

thereby failed to read the genre element in its entirety, thus not understanding both the 

element’s and the larger text’s meaning as intended by the text’s designer.  

 

Conclusion 

This literature review has provided a background of the prior research done with respect to 

literacy and visual and multimodal literacy for adult second language learners with 

emerging literacy or who (have) experienced interruptions in formal, school-based 

education. It then situated the study in the theoretical framework of critical multimodal 

social semiotics. The dissertation will now turn to the research design and methodology 

that guided this research project.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

As outlined in the Introduction, there are two general research questions that guide this 

project. The first deals with how assessment materials and practices may be inadvertently 

biased against individuals with emerging literacy or vastly different literacy practices – that 

is, designed with inherent, underlying assumptions of what test-takers know, and the 

second is concerned with both how individuals understand multimodal texts associated 

with assessment, as well as how students understand the practices surrounding the 

assessments. Three interconnected studies seek to answer these questions. In this chapter, 

I will provide the orientation for each, as well as the research design, methods and 

sequences of data collection, and a general introduction to the data analysis for the project. 

Detailed, specific information concerning the data analysis for each study are provided in 

the introduction sections of Chapters 4, 6, and 7. 

 

Research Design 

The theoretical framework of critical multimodal social semiotics (Fairclough, 1995; 

Kress, 2010; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006) guided the design of this dissertation (see 

Chapter 2, pp. 66–77). Because this dissertation seeks to gain insight into ideologies of 

textual design, and how refugee-background adult L2 learners with emerging literacy or 

who (have) experienced interruptions in formal, school-based education make meaning 

from multimodal texts, it was necessary to include multiple data types from a variety of 

modalities; these include texts, artifacts, and interviews. Multimodality, semiosis, and 

critical inquiry can be investigated from such data sources. Table 2 shows the research 
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questions, the data sources needed to answer each question, and the methods of analysis. 

Additionally, a design-based research methodology (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012; Brown, 

1992; Design-Based Research Collective, 2003) allowed for data collection and analysis 

in various stages as each phase of analysis was necessary for the next stage of data 

collection. In this way, the research was accomplished through iterative design. The phases 

of the study are discussed in the data collection and analysis section of this chapter.  

 
Table 2. Research Questions, Data Types, Analysis. 

Research Questions Data Analysis 
1) What ideologies and assumptions 
     are present in the multimodal 
     composition of assessments for 
     refugee-background adult L2 
     learners with emerging literacy or 
     who (have) experienced    
     interruptions in formal, school- 
     based education? 

-  Classroom  
   assessment 
   texts 

-  Critical multimodal social 
   semiotic (metafunctional)    
   analysis (multimodal  
   composition, interpersonal  
   relationships, ideational 
   content) 

2) How does this population make  
    meaning from the multimodal  
    assessments? 

a.  How do they make meaning 
     locally (of the tests)? 
b.  And what kinds of implications 
     or understandings do they 
     perceive from the wider aspect 
     of these assessments? 

a.  - Classroom 
       assessment    
       artifacts  
     - Interviews 

- 
 

b.  - Interviews 

-  Critical multimodal social  
   semiotic (metafunctional)  
   analysis (multimodal  
   composition, interpersonal  
   relationships, ideational  
   content) 
-  Thematic analysis 

 
 

A pilot study was conducted in summer 2016 before the dissertation study. The 

pilot study was useful for designing the dissertation. The pilot study was a critical textual 

analysis of classroom assessments texts; it also utilized interviews with students from the 

literacy level. This dissertation expands upon the pilot study to further investigate how 



92 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

students in the literacy-level class make meaning; it also includes additional pilot iterations 

of the classroom assessments.  

 

Methods of Data Collection 

The methods of document review, artifact collection, and interview were utilized in this 

dissertation. In the following section I briefly describe each method in general, as well as 

provide a rationale for why each method was used in this dissertation. 

Documents 

Document review was selected because it allowed me to critically analyze the texts through 

a visual design approach that both examined the ideologies of the text designer, and also 

situated the texts in the sociopolitical and educational institutional landscape. I recognize 

that document review can be subjective. Because of this, I followed Kress and van 

Leeuwen’s grammar of visual design (2006) and Kress’s (2010) social semiotic theory of 

multimodality, which provide a framework for reading images and multimodal texts. I also 

sought to see if my critical readings were supported by participants through interview, and 

to investigate how participants may understand the texts differently than I could have even 

imagined in my document review. 

Artifacts 

I chose to collect student artifacts because it allowed me to analyze, from a social semiotic 

approach, how readers of a text make meaning from the text. Like document review, 

artifact analysis can also be subjective. Therefore, this method of collection also utilized 

Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) grammar of visual design, and Kress’s (2010) theory of 
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multimodality. Through the visual design I investigated if participants chose to write on 

the assessments, where they wrote, and what they wrote, and I considered how the design 

of the text could be leading them to make meaning in a particular way. Finally, I used 

interview to see if my artifact analyses were supported; interview data gave me insight into 

why participants chose to write or not write in general, why they chose to write or not write 

in certain areas of the documents, and why they chose to write or not write what they did 

on these artifacts. 

Interviews 

I conducted semi-structured interviews with individual participants. The interviews 

occurred in either the participant’s L1 or a lingua franca they were fluent in. Refugee-

background interpreters assisted with the interviews to ensure that the focus was on 

meaning-making in multimodal texts and not on English performance. The presence of 

interpreters who have shared similar experiences as the participants also helped to lower 

anxiety about the interview process10. 

This method of interview was chosen because it allows the researcher to have a 

conversation with the participants about the texts and about their individual meaning 

making (as opposed to focus groups which would have yielded results about how the group 

made meaning). Through interview, the participants were engaged in a modified concurrent 

 
 
10 This was noted from conversations with other researchers who work with refugee-background adults, 
and it was also observed during the 2016 pilot study. In the 2016 pilot study, participants were asked about 
which type of interpreter they preferred: a fluent speaker with no familial, ethnic, or historical ties to any of 
the countries of origin of the participants, a refugee-background interpreter, or a heritage speaker or 
immigrant who did not have a refugee background. Most participants preferred a refugee-background 
interpreter, ideally from their own country. This was followed by a preference for a heritage speaker or 
non-refugee-background immigrant. In general, participants did not prefer a fluent speaker with no ties to 
the countries of origin. Similar observations were noted in the current study. 
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think-aloud protocol where they looked at pre-selected test items from the three 

experimental texts used for this study, and discussed how they understood the multimodal 

genre elements and multimodal components. The concurrent think-aloud protocol was 

beneficial for the type of data being collected as it allowed for participants to process and 

discuss how they made meaning as they were making it. Additionally, the think-aloud 

protocol was useful for this study because it did not require students to have advanced 

language or literacy proficiency, and it could be done via assistance from an interpreter. 

One drawback of think-aloud protocols is that adult students who are emerging readers 

and/or new to education may feel inadequate as they progress through the interview (see 

Berne, 2004). To mitigate this, throughout the interview, I repeatedly reminded participants 

that there were no wrong answers, and that, in fact, everything they told me was “right” 

because it allowed me to gain insight into their meaning-making processes. 

 Moreover, the nature of the semi-structured interview allowed for follow-up 

questions to be asked to clarify or expand upon ideas. A drawback of conducting semi-

structured interviews, however, is that not all participants are asked the same question. The 

interview questions were intentionally open-ended (see Chapter 7 for a discussion with 

specific examples). This approach allowed for the participants’ meaning-making to be 

visible, but also for the participant’s phenomenological experiences to be highlighted. 

Finally, the interview data was triangulated with the document and/or artifact analysis. 

The interviews were recorded with a video camera; an audio recording was also 

used as a backup system. To avoid any concerns about privacy that could have arisen due 

to the interview process, the video camera was pointed at the texts in question on the table. 

This also allowed deictic gestures to be recorded. 
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Participants 

All students in the Refugee Education Program’s (REP) literacy-level classes were invited 

to participate in this project, and explicitly told that participation was voluntary. 

Participation entailed completing the different versions of the assessments and allowing 

the researcher to look at their writings, and/or by participating in the interviews. 

Participants were recruited through classroom visits by the researcher. The discussion of 

the project was assisted by interpreters of each of the languages and lingua francas of the 

students. 

Students in the Refugee Education Program range in age from 18–84; the 

participants’ ages fell in this range. Men and women participated. Participants were 

ethnically and linguistically diverse, reflecting the makeup of the program. All participants 

were assigned a pseudonym; these pseudonyms are referred to throughout the dissertation. 

As necessary, identifying information has been concealed.  

In total, there were 54 student participants in the study. 53 students contributed by 

completing the classroom assessments and allowing the researcher to study their writings 

on the assessments. Not all participants took each version of the assessments due to the 

program’s open enrollment and open attendance policy. Demographic data, aside from 

knowledge of the class level they were enrolled in, was not collected on the 53 participants 

who completed the assessments. To give context to the study, and to both personalize and 

humanize the data, however, a few snapshots of (current or former11) students of the 

researcher are offered in Chapter 6. 

 
 
11 Some of the study participants had previously been students of the researcher, but when the study was 
conducted were enrolled in another instructor’s class that met at a different time and/or location.  
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 Additionally, 14 students participated in the semi-structured interviews; 13 of the 

14 interview participants completed at least one version of the assessments. There were 10 

women and 4 men who participated in the interviews. Participants came from the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo (8), Sudan (2), Afghanistan (1), Syria (1), Central 

African Republic (1), and Eritrea (1). A majority of female students participated in the 

interviews, which mirrored the educational institution’s population in the literacy level. 

Finally, as the majority of students enrolled in the program at the time of the study were 

from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), those students also comprised the 

majority of interview participants. Further information about these interview participants 

can be found in Chapter 7. 

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

As discussed previously, the project utilized three data sources: texts, artifacts, and 

interviews. The texts are a series of three classroom assessments: the original assessment 

currently in use by the Refugee Education Program, and two experimental versions of 

assessments. Throughout the dissertation, these will be referred to as “Test A” (the original 

assessment), “Test B” (the first of the two experimental assessments), and “Test C” (the 

second of the two experimental assessments). The artifacts are the completed versions of 

the participants’ assessments. Finally, the interviews were semi-structured interviews with 

individual participants. 

Data collection and analysis was iterative as each phase of analysis was necessary 

for the next stage of data collection as shown in Figure 1. Data was collected and analyzed 

through document collection, textual analysis, artifact collection, artifact analysis, 
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interview, metafunctional analysis, and thematic analysis. The phases and their 

accompanying data sources are described more in the subsequent sections. Table 3 shows 

the phases and data sources. 

The theoretical frameworks of Critical Applied Linguistics (Pennycook, 2001), and 

Critical Multimodal Social Semiotics guided my analysis (Fairclough, 1995; Kress, 2010; 

Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006) by: 1) critically considering the uses of tests and study 

materials, 2) providing a framework for analysis where through multimodality my research 

could investigate the modes of still image, writing, and layout, and 3) utilizing the theory 

of social semiotics to consider how refugee-background adult L2 literacy learners make 

meaning, and how meaning is presented to this population via the text designers. 

The data was coded according to metafunctions, modes, and themes, and 

triangulated with the other analyses. I used codes of: 1) multimodal (textual) composition: 

still image, e.g., narrative or conceptual, image type, e.g., clip art, line drawing, 

photograph, and sign mode, e.g., icon, index, symbol; layout – Ideal/Real, Given/New, 

center/margin; writing – graphic resources, e.g., underlining, parentheses, typography, 

written words, 2) interpersonal relationship, and 3) ideational content. These analyses 

allowed me to understand what was being presented, how it was presented, and what the 

relationship was between the designer and the reader. These analyses also allowed me to 

determine what was being understood, how something was understood, and how the reader 

perceived the relationship between him/herself and the designer. Finally, themes regarding 

assumed and perceived literacy and (multi)/multimodal literacy were coded. 
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Figure 1. Phases of data collection and analysis. 
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Table 3. Phases of Data Collection and Analysis. 

Phase Action Data Source 
Phase 1 Collect original assessments (Test A) Original assessments (Test A) 
Phase 2 Analyze original assessment texts 

(Test A) 
Original assessment texts (Test A) 

Phase 3 Create and analyze first experimental 
assessment text (Test B) 

First experimental assessment text (Test 
B) 

Phase 4 Create and analyze second 
experimental assessment text (Test C) 

Second experimental assessment text 
(Test C) 

Phase 5 Administer original assessment (Test 
A) 

Original assessment (Test A) 

Phase 6 Administer first experimental 
assessment (Test B)  

First experimental assessment (Test B)  

Phase 7 Administer second experimental 
assessment (Test C) 

Second experimental assessment (Test C) 

Phase 8 Analyze original (Test A), first 
experimental (Test B), and second 
experimental (Test C) assessment 
artifacts 

Original assessment artifacts (Test A), 
first experimental assessment artifacts 
(Test B), second experimental 
assessment artifacts (Test C) 

Phase 9 Conduct semi-structured interviews Semi-structured interviews 
Phase 10 Analyze semi-structured interviews Semi-structured interviews 
Phase 11 Triangulate textual data, artifact data, 

and semi-structured interview data 
Original assessments (Test A), first 
experimental assessment texts and 
artifacts (Test B), second experimental 
assessment texts and artifacts (Test C), 
semi-structured interviews 

 
 

Phases of Collection and Analysis 

In Phase 1, I collected the original set of assessments (Test A) used by the Refugee 

Education Program. Test A was composed of a literacy test and an oral test. According to 

the current director of the Refugee Education Program, the original literacy test was created 

“many years ago” by a (now former REP) teacher who had no formal training in assessment 

(REP program director, personal communication, February 24, 2016). This educator also 

selected parts of the 1989 Center for Applied Linguistics’ BEST (Basic English Skills Test) 
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to use for the oral test. Both the literacy and the oral test were then revised numerous times 

by the current program support technician, who is not an educator, does not have a 

background in education, and has not had training in assessment. According to the program 

support technician, she made these revisions because of budgetary constraints, and also 

time constraints. Not only did the REP program have a limited budget, thus needing to 

reduce the amount of paper and toner it used for printing the assessments, it also did not 

have the monetary funds to purchase the rights to use the current BEST oral assessment, to 

purchase the accompanying score sheets for those assessments, or to fund the creation of 

an in-house literacy assessment that was supported through research. The administrative 

support technician therefore shrank images, selected new images, condensed white space, 

removed tasks, and moved and reordered tasks and multimodal elements of the 

assessments. Because she was the person responsible for evaluating the assessments, she 

also made them “easier” to grade. It must be noted that she devised her own version of a 

rubric for grading the assessments. 

 In Phase 2, I employed a critical multimodal social semiotic textual analysis on the 

original assessments (Test A); this analysis focused on the modes of writing, still image, 

and layout.  

Utilizing this critical analysis, in Phase 3, I created and analyzed the first 

experimental assessment text (Test B). In an attempt to better understand how participants 

understood multimodal elements, which in turn affected their understanding of tasks on the 

original assessment, the experimental Test B contained similar questions and tasks as Test 

A, but used different multimodal elements. For instance, instead of a clip art image, Test 

B utilized a photograph; instead of providing no support for how to answer a question, Test 
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B modeled circling the answer with a circle in the directions. Thus, the critical analysis of 

this experimental version, Test B, occurred through the design and choices of the 

experimental assessment text. Like the analysis of the original assessment (Test A), this 

critical analysis also focused on the modes of writing, still image, and layout. 

Phase 4 followed a similar trajectory to Phase 3. In this phase, the second 

experimental assessment text, Test C, was created. The data from the critical analysis of 

Test A and Test B were used to design this version; Test C utilized different multimodal 

elements than Test B and Test A did. For instance, it contained photographs with more 

contextualized detail than those in Test A and Test B, and it also focused more on page 

layout variations than the previous iterations did. Like Test B, the creation and analysis of 

Test C were simultaneous with each design choice representing a particular facet of 

multimodal composition that was being put into effect for the purpose of gaining insight 

into how participants understand the design. 

Phases 5, 6, and 7 were the administration of the original assessment (Test A), the 

first experimental assessment (Test B), and the second experimental assessment (Test C). 

A packet of assessments and instructions were given to each REP teacher on the same day. 

All students present who had consented to participate in the study took the assessments on 

those days during their regularly scheduled class time. The assessments were given over a 

period of three consecutive days to try to control for a washback effect of taking similar 

tests in previous weeks or months, and the potential ensuing effect on learning that may 

have occurred. Participants who may have missed the first or second day of assessments 

were not given Test A or Test B, but instead took the same assessment as their classmates. 

These completed assessments are the artifacts. 
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Phase 8 involved the analysis of the artifacts. Participants’ writings on each version 

of the classroom assessments (Test A, Test B, and Test C) were analyzed. I examined what 

they wrote, how they wrote it, and where they wrote it; the analysis also considered what 

students chose to not write.  

In Phase 9, the semi-structured interviews occurred with individual participants. 

The interviews lasted for one hour to one and a half hours; each interview was completed 

in one sitting. The interviews gave participants the opportunity to discuss how they 

understood the classroom assessments (the multimodal elements, the assessment ensemble 

as a whole text, etc.).  

The artifact analysis of the participants’ writings on the original assessment (Test 

A), the first experimental assessment (Test B), and the second experimental assessment 

(Test C), in conjunction with the textual analysis of those documents, informed the design 

of the interview questions. The interview questions were based on 1) the critical study of 

the texts from a multimodal, social semiotic perspective, and 2) observed patterns of 

student writing and meaning-making on the classroom artifacts. Some of the interview 

questions were piloted in the pilot study; the remainder of the questions were created using 

the knowledge gained from the pilot study. In the current study, the interview questions 

concerned the original assessment, Test A, the first experimental assessment, Test B, and 

the second experimental assessment, Test C.  

The questions were intentionally open-ended, asking, for example, “what does this 

mean to you?” while pointing at a clip art image on a piece of paper. Rather than asking 

“why do you think this pen is here?”, the question gives the participant the space to say if 

they think the image is a pen, an insect, or something else entirely. Such a question structure 
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brings the participant’s understanding to the forefront. Follow up questions would then ask 

if the participant sees a relationship between “the insect” and other multimodal elements 

of the page, before asking about how the participant understands the entire multimodal 

ensemble. This foregrounds the participant’s meaning-making, and recognizes there are no 

right or wrong answers in how a participant understands multimodal texts.  

Phase 10 was the analysis of the semi-structured interviews. This analysis focused 

on how meaning was made through the modes of still image, writing, and layout. 

Finally, Phase 11 was the triangulation of the interview data with the textual and 

artifact data.  

 

Conclusion 

The following chapters will discuss the individual parts of the study. Chapter 4 and Chapter 

5 are the critical analyses of the original and experimental assessments, Chapter 6 is the 

analysis of the participants’ writings on the assessments, and Chapter 7 concerns their 

meaning-making as uncovered in the interviews. Chapter 8 ties together multimodal design 

and how this population of learners makes meaning in multimodal texts. It makes specific 

recommendations for multimodal assessment design for refugee-background adult L2 

learners with emerging literacy or who (have) experienced interruptions in their formal 

schooling, and concludes the dissertation.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

HIDDEN ASSUMPTIONS OF TEST DESIGN: A CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF THE 

PROGRAM’S ORIGINAL ASSESSMENTS 

 
Introduction 

In this chapter, I critically analyze the original set of assessments (Test A) in use by the 

Refugee Education Program (REP). It is important to perform a critical analysis of texts 

because there are many things educators and/or other text designers take for granted when 

they design texts; it is precisely these assumptions that need to be denaturalized (Barthes, 

1957; see also Allen, 2003) since they are learned aspects of both culture and literacy. 

While such criticality may be difficult because assumptions seem so normal and quotidian 

that it feels pedantic to consider them, a good place for educators and researchers to start 

when analyzing texts is to consider the assumptions designers make when creating texts 

for specific populations, particularly in terms of visual and multimodal design. It is 

essential for a text designer to consider what he or she is assuming a reader will understand 

in the design of a text, and it is imperative for the text’s designer to consider the different 

meanings that a reader may understand from the design of a text. While most text designers 

do consider their readers as they design their texts, my research shows that their instincts 

may not always align with actual users/readers of a text. Critical reflection on the part of 

the designer, and empirical studies such as this one, are thus crucial when designing texts. 

Because tests, as designed texts with an intended, assumed “obvious” meaning, are often 

given to students to complete individually with no assistance from the teacher, the textual 

design is doubly important. 
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This chapter thus seeks to answer the first research question of this dissertation: 

“What ideologies and assumptions are present in the multimodal composition 

of assessments for refugee-background adult second language learners with emerging 

literacy or who (have) experienced interruptions in formal, school-based education?” I 

approach this research question by considering how semiotic resources carry intentions, 

ideologies, and assumptions (Halliday, 1978, 1985; Halliday & Martin, 1981; Halliday & 

Matthiessen, 2004; Hodge & Kress, 1988; Kress, 2010, 2011; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; 

van Leeuwen, 2005). Taking a social semiotic approach means to consider the multimodal 

elements and components used in a text’s visual and/or multimodal design. Within such a 

semiotic approach, educators and researchers can critically examine how elements and 

components work together to construct a task or portray a message to test-takers (Caldas-

Coulthard & van Leeuwen, 2003; Fairclough, 1992, 1995, 2001, 2003; Fairclough et al., 

2010; Fairclough & Wodak, 1997; Machin, 2013, 2016; Pennycook, 2001; Wodak & 

Meyer, 2009), and can speculate about the assumptions made by text designers.  

For this specific chapter, the research is guided by the following questions: 

1) What test genre elements are used in the design of these language 
and literacy assessments? 
 

2) What semiotic resources (multimodal components, multimodal 
composition) are used in the design of these assessment texts, and 
how are tasks and/or messages portrayed to test-takers via these 
semiotic resources? 

 
In the following analysis, I examine the original assessments (Test A) in use by the 

Refugee Education Program in Tucson, Arizona. I speculate on the assumptions made in 

the design of texts for adult second language learners with emerging literacy or who (have) 

experienced interruptions in formal, school-based education. I take each question in turn 
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and consider key elements of the genre of test as well as multimodal components of those 

genre elements, for example, lines, boxes, images, layout, etc. The analysis is structured 

around the three metafunctions: textual, interpersonal, ideational (see Chapter 2). 

 

Findings 

The texts under consideration are the reading and writing portion of the set of assessments 

used by the Refugee Education Program, as well as the speaking and listening segment of 

the set of assessments. The focus here is on the literacy tests, though the oral test is also 

briefly considered, specifically with respect to the images used in it. The complete set of 

assessments can be found in Appendix B (pp. 337–342). In what follows, I begin by 

describing the texts in full before moving into the analysis.  

Literacy Assessment Text 

The literacy assessment was six pages in length. It is composed of 26 questions. There are 

a variety of test elements in this text: directions, a form, multiple choice, fill-in-the-blank, 

short free write, and extended free write. There is one form, 10 multiple-choice questions, 

three fill-in-the blank questions, two short free writes, and one extended free write.  

Four of the six pages (pp. 1, 2, 4, 5) are oriented vertically, while two of the six 

pages (pp. 3, 6) are oriented horizontally. Each genre element uses different multimodal 

components such as clip art images, photographs, lines, boxes, typed words and numbers, 

typed punctuation, typography, spaces, and differing multimodal layouts. Most test 

questions are demarcated by, at minimum, a number; the composition and format of the 

answers varies. The words on all pages of this text are typed in a serif font that uses type-

set letter “a”, “g,” and “t” (see Appendix B, p. 337: Test A, p. 1). 
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 Another generality found on all pages of the text is the inclusion of a page score; 

this is located at the bottom right corner of each page as demonstrated on page 1 of Test A. 

Page 1 and page 6 differ slightly from the other pages because they also have the total score 

for the entire test; on page 1, this is found at the top right corner, and on page 6 this is found 

in the very bottom right corner (see Appendix B, p. 342: Test A, p. 6). Additionally, each 

page has a page number in the lower left corner. Finally, the first page is the only page to 

have a space for the date to be written; this is in the upper right corner above the total score. 

These additional genre elements (date, page score, test score) utilize a smaller font than the 

numbers and words of each question and their associated answer choices (if applicable), 

however, this font size is only marginally smaller.  

Test genre element: Form. The first page of the test is a form (see Appendix B, p. 

337: Test A, p. 1). Forms, in general, are characterized by provided words and blank 

graphic devices (boxes, lines, etc.). The form consists of a set of directions, with 10 

numbered questions aligned vertically under the directions. Each of these questions has 

either one or more blank lines or a blank box, or a combination of these two graphic 

devices. The form also has a set of parentheses on the right side of each question. 

Directions 

The directions for this form have two distinct parts that are meant to be read in 

concert with each other. The first part is a blurry clip art image of a pen. The second part 

is set of words that say, “Fill out the form.” This multimodal ensemble is placed at the top 

and left of the page, making both the image and words salient per the Western top-down 

and left-right reading conventions (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006).  
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The clip art image is to the left of the words. The image shows a ballpoint pen with 

a pen clip, and three lines on a piece of paper. Reading this image as it was intended relies 

on knowledge of how iconicity, indexicality, and symbolism are used in images in specific 

texts and in particular contexts. Here, for example, the pen is iconic because it represents 

a (stylized) pen; the paper is iconic because it represents a (stylized) piece of paper; the 

lines are symbolic, representing either writing or movement of the pen, or both; and the 

juxtaposition of the lines and pen are indexical, pointing to an action that the viewer must 

recognize, namely that some sort of writing should be performed, and that it should be 

performed on a some sort of paper.  

The words “Fill out the form” are bolded; this is a graphic means of showing the 

importance of the words, similar to how, in the mode of speech, importance is designated 

by speaking more loudly or changing intonation. While bolded, the words in the directions 

are the same size as the words in the questions below, thus the importance of the directions 

is visually shown through bolding and not size. This bolding is coupled with the placement 

of the words at the top left of the page, where top-down and left-right conventions denote 

salience.  

There are many assumptions made by the designer in the design of these directions. 

These are that test-takers: 1) recognize and understand the blurry clip art image of the pen 

and that it signifies the act of writing; 2) can read and understand the words "Fill out the 

form"; 3) recognize and understand not only that there is a relationship between the clip art 

image and the words of the directions, but also understand what that relationship is between 

the image and the words – namely that they are both signifying writing in different ways; 

4) understand that the words are bolded as a means of showing their importance; 5) 
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understand that the image and words are placed at the top left of this page as a result of 

top/down and left/right reading conventions which are Western visual design conventions; 

6) understand that this multimodal ensemble of image, words, and layout is telling them 

directly to do something; 7) understand this command is in direct reference to this 

particular page; and 8) recognize and understand what specifically it is they should do, 

specifically, fill out this form. Yet the exact content of what should be filled out is not 

provided here. Thus, the 9th assumption is that the student understands the implicit 

directive of the directions; namely that they should be filling out the form with their own 

information.  

Questions  

Each question can be recognized by the bolded number on the left (see Appendix 

B, p. 337: Test A, p. 1). Like the directions, the bolding of the number showcases the 

importance of the number, and highlights it as something different from the question itself. 

The numbering also utilizes the left-right reading conventions and the Given/New concept. 

Further employing these conventions, each question is composed of a single word or short 

phrase followed by a blank line to the right of the words. The blank line is a graphic device 

in the mode of still image; through indexicality, it prompts students to write a response in 

this one specific space. There is also an assumption that students will write on the line, and 

not through it. This is noted by the placement of the line on a horizontal plane level with 

the bottom of the letters of the words in the question. The indexicality of the blank line, 

however, relies on knowledge of the Given and New, particularly knowledge that the 

“question” is the Given, the “answer” is the New, and that the student needs to produce 
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this New on the blank line. Conversely, the empty space surrounding the blank line, and 

above and below the words, is space that is not intended to be written in. 

And yet the specific content of the New requires the student to know and understand 

that it is their own personal information which is being asked for on this form. This leads 

back to the student understanding the implicit assumption of the directions, namely that the 

student should fill out the form with their own information. This directive however is not 

made explicit, and an adult L2 literacy student may be tempted to “fill out the form” by 

copying the words on the left onto the blank line at the right. While performing the task in 

this way would provide new information, and would uphold the norms of visual design, 

this performance would be incorrect per the content of the requested New in this instance.  

Finally, there are punctuation marks, specifically parentheses, on the right side of 

the page, at the end of every question. These empty parentheses represent the new 

information when juxtaposed to the question and answer as a multimodal ensemble. Here, 

the new information is the score a student earned for every question. There is no indication, 

however, from the graphic resources, the writing, or the layout that the student should not 

make marks in this section, and that it is instead intended for completion by another person, 

in a different temporal sequence.  

Writing the correct answer on the blank line of this form therefore requires 

recognizing that a relationship exists between the number on the left and between the 

words, graphic devices, and punctuation marks that follow it on the right (because 1 is 

different from 2, it signifies that each question, and therefore each answer, is different); 

understanding the relationship between the words on the left and the blank line on the right; 

understanding the relationship between the blank line on the left and the punctuation marks 
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on the right and the relationship of these marks to the rest of the page; understanding that 

something must be performed on the blank line and that a key to how to perform it can be 

found in the directions above; and understanding that this performance is founded on an 

implicit assertion of one’s own personal information in reference to the words of the 

question. 

The blank lines of Item #4 [address] are further problematic as this answer space 

provides three lines (Appendix B, p. 337: Test A, p. 1). For the student who recognizes 

how and what should be written on the blank lines of this form, these three lines are 

complex. The general rule for writing apartment addresses is to use two lines: the street 

address should be written on the first (upper) line, and the apartment number should be 

written on the second (lower line). Addresses for a house, however, require only one line. 

In either case, a third line for a home address, such as what is provided in Item #4, is 

unnecessary. 

Finally, the questions on this form are further complicated by the use of the graphic 

device of the box. Like the graphic device of the line, the box, as seen in Item #3 [gender], 

is indexical. It both points to a place for writing (in the box) and an act of writing (doing 

something in the box). Like the blank line, the boxes of Item #3 also follow the Given/New 

organization; however, this question presents a binary identification, with no indicator to 

the student that only one box should be marked in this “either/or” situation. Furthermore, 

the box of Item #8 [phone number] differs from Item #3 in that Item #8’s box does not 

follow the Given/New organization. The box in Item #8 may have been placed to the left 

of “none” so as not to interfere with the parentheses on the right side.  
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Form Conclusion 

From this analysis of the test genre element of a form, numerous assumptions on 

the part of the text’s designer have emerged. The first, is that the provision of an image of 

a pen writing will be beneficial to test-takers who cannot read the words “fill out the form”. 

This perceived helpful inclusion, however, only further serves to demonstrate ideologies 

of assumed knowledge and “universal” background knowledge. Most importantly though, 

the assumption that undergirds the entire form is that the test-taker recognizes and 

understands the intended task of the form, namely that they should be providing their own 

information on the form. This is not a task of handwriting or attention to detail and 

difference (i.e., copying), though implicitly those are addressed in this assessment. Rather 

it is an assessment of one’s ability to understand the relationship of the directions to an 

entire page of text and blank lines, to decode and comprehend the words of each question, 

to produce one’s own information to answer each question, whether by memory or by 

identifying, transferring, and copying the information from an identification card, and to 

appropriately interact with all graphic devices and other written modes of communication. 

What appears to the text designer as a simple task, made “obvious” through a variety of 

multimodal components, is in fact a quite complex task for adult L2 literacy learners that 

requires culturally-specific information and understandings. 

Test genre element: Multiple choice. In general, multiple-choice questions are 

characterized by a question and a set of provided possible answer choices. Of the 10 

multiple-choice questions on this test, a variety of multimodal components and forms of 

multimodal composition are used. In this next section of the analysis, I will address specific 

questions, and make references to other questions within the test. Of particular importance 
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is to keep in mind how multimodal components are used in the design of test questions and 

answers, and the assumptions in design that may have been made by the test designer. 

Item #11 

Item #11 is at the top of the second page of the test (see Appendix B, p. 338: Test 

A, p. 2). Above this question is a set of directions that have a stylized, clipart check mark 

next to the word “Answer.” Much like the directions on the first page, this image is iconic, 

symbolic, and indexical. It is iconic because it looks like a checkmark that someone could 

write, it is indexical because it is referencing that the test-taker should write a check mark 

on this page, and it is symbolic because it symbolizes the act of answering a question or 

performing the act of writing. This check mark is also to the left of a bolded word, 

“answer”, thereby indicating a relationship between the two; namely that the answering 

should be done by check.  

It is not clear, however, if this check mark is intimating that all answers on the entire 

second page should be checked, or if only the answer for Item #11, which the directions 

are closest to, should be checked. Of the questions on the page, only Item #11 contains the 

graphic device of the box in which a check mark can easily be made; the remaining 

questions do not have boxes. This graphic device is also indexical as it points to the specific 

location where such writing should be done. The iconic nature of the checkmark in the 

directions, however, is one that utilizes a circle about the check, thereby complicating the 

fact that the graphic device in Item #11 is a box, not a circle. Because of this, we may be 

able to assume that the circle surrounding the check is symbolic and indexical, and pointing 

to checking on the entire page, not just in Item #11.  
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Additionally, there are three sets of double dashed blank lines on the page; they are 

used as dividing lines between Item #11 and Item #12, Item #12 and Item #13, and Item 

#13 and Item #14. Because the answers to Item #11 contain boxes, and because of the 

accompanying check mark above the question, we can assume that, for Item #11, students 

are meant to write a check mark in a box, and not write on the line.  

With all this in mind, however, these relationships between the check mark and the 

graphic devices are socially coded and constructed. What is to stop a test-taker from writing 

a check to the right of the word “answer”, or near the clock in the question part of Item 

#11? This brings the analysis to the next point of determining how genre components of 

“questions” and “answers” are constructed through multimodal design. 

In these multiple-choice questions, the entire question and answer section of each 

is denoted both by the graphic device of the (dividing) line, and the use of bolded numbers. 

The words of the question, “What time is it?” as seen in Item #11, are also bolded. The 

bolding is a means of salience to signify the importance of the question, and set it apart 

from both the answer choices, but also from the additional components of the question, for 

example, in Item #11, the image that accompanies the words “What time is it?”. Finally, 

the words of the answer choices, while bolded, are smaller than the words of the question; 

the bolding makes the words salient in comparison to the white space around them, but the 

smaller font size also makes the words less salient than the question to which they can be 

compared. 

The question and answer sets on this page, inclusive of Item #11 [time], follow the 

Given/New layout where the question (inclusive of words and image) is the Given and the 

answer is the New. Additionally, as seen in Item #11, the Ideal/Real layout is also utilized, 
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placing the question (words) on a higher vertical plane than the answer (see Appendix B, 

p. 338: Test A, p. 2). 

Aside from assuming that the test-taker knows the Given/New and Ideal/Real 

conventions and how they could be applied to a multiple-choice question, there is also the 

fact that a multiple-choice question relies on knowledge of question and answer adjacency 

pairs. While adult L2 literacy learners are not new to the idea of adjacency pairs since they 

are a commonly used function of speech, the notion of a question and an answer in written 

communication, particularly where the speaker, or asker of the question is not present, may 

be a new genre element. This relationship of first a question, because from a structuralist 

perspective an answer means nothing without a question, and then an answer is thus 

represented through the layout of the question and answer and the multimodal components 

used to compose it. 

Delving further into the multimodal composition, the question of Item #11 [time] 

is composed of two components (words and an image) and three modes (writing, still 

image, and layout), which together form a multimodal ensemble, the meaning of which 

exists only in the specific configuration of these components and modes. The words here 

are the Ideal, with the image as the Real; thus, the words are the generalized essence, and 

the image is the details. Without the image, this question could not be answered in a specific 

manner; that is, a person could provide an answer, e.g., 12:41, but the image provides the 

details necessary for an exact time, 7:30.  

It is also important to consider the use of the clock image in this question. The 

image is iconic as it resembles an analog clock, and it is indexical in this instance because 

it is pointing to the specific time that must be noted to answer the question; this 
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representation of the clock is also symbolic as clocks are a modern representation of 

sundials. Thus, to answer the question, the test-taker must be able to understand that this 

iconic image is a clock, that the indexical image is referencing both a precise time and a 

specific tangible item that exists off this piece of paper, and that the symbolic nature of a 

clock is being used to represent time, which is what is asked about in the question. The clip 

art image used here is not an authentic image that a student would see in their everyday 

lives, though the argument could be made that images of this sort tend to litter educational 

texts. A photograph of a clock may serve better here for the student to read and understand. 

Finally, the content of the image must be considered. The time shown is 7:30, but a student 

with emerging literacy, or one who has not had much experience with analog clocks may 

struggle to make this distinction. It may be more beneficial to use a clock12 with an easily 

recognizable time such as one that reads 10:23 or something of the sort. 

 The answer of #11 [time] also relies on two components (words and a graphic 

device) and three modes (writing, still image, and layout). The words here are the Given, 

with the graphic device, the box, the New; thus, answer choices are provided, but it is the 

test-taker’s responsibility to select or interact with the specific new information. As noted 

in the previous discussion of boxes as graphic devices used on assessments, the boxes are 

indexical. 

The content of the answer choices is also slightly odd. While in speech one may 

answer “What time is it?” with “It’s X o’clock,” “It’s six thirty,” or more simply, “6:30,” 

 
 
12 The argument could be made that a digital clock would be easier for students to read here, however, 
because the displayed numbers of a digital clock would exactly match one of the answer choices, such a 
designed question might not test a student’s ability to read a clock, but to answer a test question by 
matching. This raises a question then about the construct validity of such a question and answer design. 
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it feels slightly off-putting to see this construction, that of a full sentence with a verb, in 

writing. Additionally, there is an incongruity between the written numbers on the clock and 

the written words of the answer choices as the times are fully written out. While this could 

have been done intentionally on the part of the test designer as a means of assessing if 

students can make the connection between the number symbol and the written number, 

much like with the form question, this question then becomes ever more complex for the 

adult L2 literacy learner. A revised version could have answer choices that listed just the 

times, e.g., “6:00,” “6:30,” or “7:00”, which would both be less complex in terms of 

sentence structure, and also less complex in terms of recognizing number symbols and 

written words. Such incongruity and such complexity brings into consideration the intent 

of the question. Is the question meant to assess a student’s ability to read a clock? To match 

number symbols and written numbers? Both? These considerations must be taken into 

account when designing assessments for adult L2 literacy learners because all higher level 

uses of literacy require knowledge of these foundational skills. 

Through this analysis, it should be clear that each mode and each multimodal genre 

component has some sort of relationship with a larger piece of the text; this analysis is 

therefore also (multi)layered. 

Item #12, Item #13, Item #14 

Interestingly, when we compare the answer composition of Item #11 [time] with 

the other answer compositions on this page, Item #12, Item #13, Item #14 (see Appendix 

B, p. 338: Test A, p. 2), we see a different layout where the answers are demarcated by a 

bolded uppercase letter, which is to the left of the answer choices. Furthermore, those 

answers are not bolded. These answers do not have a graphic device indexing where the 
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written answer should be made. Students who have had educational experiences with 

multiple-choice tests may circle their selected answer, either the capitalized letter, or the 

answer choice, or both, or they may make an X or a check; these writings could be on the 

left of the answer or on the right of the answer choice. Additionally, some students may be 

tempted to write on the lines dividing the questions. All of these responses would give 

insight into how test-takers read and understood the check mark at the top of the page, and 

how they understand the relationship of their own writing to the offered answer choices. 

The images of Item #12, Item #13, and Item #14 are also striking and require 

analysis. The image that accompanies the question in Item #12 intends to represent an 

appointment card. I argue that the designer of the image intended for it to be iconic because 

the elements used in its design (e.g., the font that attempts to mimic handwriting, the circle 

around the day, the lines, the words “APPOINTMENT CARD,” etc.) resemble those that 

would be found on a real-life appointment card. However, all these elements must be read 

together as one unit in order for them to represent an appointment card; the lack of a border 

surrounding the card detracts from the proposed authenticity of the designed card. 

Additionally, as a result of adding the circle around the letter “T,” the letter was moved to 

a higher vertical plane, and now floats above the line. This could have been done as a way 

to make the “T” more salient to the reader, but the fact of the matter is that this most likely 

happened as a result of the typesetting and the added circle. Further complicating the design 

of this “card” is the underlining that does not extend below the “Th” and the “F” that are 

on the same horizontal plane as the “M T W;” additionally, the line under the “11” also 

does not extend under the “:30.” Both of these lack of line extensions demonstrate a lack 

of attention to detail in this designed text, and serve to further move this image from the 
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category of iconic to indexical whereby the image instead points to the idea of an 

appointment card, or where the use of so many multimodal elements together symbolizes 

an appointment card. Ultimately this is an unrealistic image of an appointment card, one 

that adult L2 literacy students are expected to recognize through reading both the words of 

the card and all the other multimodal elements.  

Similarly, Item #13 is an iconic and symbolic representation of an envelope. Like 

Item #12 [appointment card], no lines were used to enclose the edges of the envelope. 

Instead, recognition of this image as an envelope requires knowledge of both what genre 

components are placed on an envelope, and where they are placed. The “addresses” in both 

the upper left corner and the lower middle section are iconic representations of the proper 

placement of addresses on envelopes. A more obvious icon is the “stamp” in the upper 

right corner; notably, this one small segment of the “envelope” does have a bit of an edge. 

This icon is meant to resemble a stamp through its placement, the iconic jagged border, 

and the iconic and symbolic wavy lines representing that it was postmarked by the U.S. 

postal service, on its way to going somewhere. Here this symbolic icon is functioning as a 

possessive attribute of a postmarked envelope, and thereby indexing that the letter in 

question (“Where is the letter going?”) has been sent and processed by the postal service. 

Ultimately, what is represented here is an envelope, which is indexically representing the 

letter discussed in the question via a part-in-place-of-the-whole relationship. As with Item 

#12 [appointment card], the design of this envelope displays an inherent belief that test-

takers will be able to understand this multimodal ensemble and extract meaning from it to 
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answer the question. Likewise, Item #14 [shirt tag] also utilizes a complex multimodal 

ensemble that is simultaneously iconic, indexical, and symbolic13. 

Finally, the nomenclature used in these questions and answers bears scrutiny (see 

Appendix B, p. 338: Test A, p. 2). In particular, the answers of Item #12 [appointment 

card] are not consistent as A. and C. utilize the abbreviation “Dec.”, which is similar to the 

abbreviation used on the image associated with this set of answers, while B. utilizes the 

unabbreviated version, “December.” Likewise, the appointment card uses abbreviations for 

the days of the week, “M T W Th F,” but the answer choices spell out the full words, 

“Thursday, Tuesday, Friday.” Interestingly, the correct answer is one that does not use 

abbreviations for either “Tuesday” or “December.” As with Item #11 [time] we must the 

consider what is being assessed here. Per this analysis, this question is therefore assessing 

1) multimodal and visual literacy, specifically recognizing that this is an appointment card, 

2) vocabulary knowledge, specifically the words “when” and “appointment”, as well as 3) 

knowledge of abbreviations commonly used in the English language, specifically “Dec.”, 

and the difference between “T” and “Th”, and 4) the ability to make connections between 

the image and the answers.  

The content of the answer choices of both Item #13 [envelope] and Item #14 [shirt 

tag] are also curious. Item #13 [envelope] includes “Tucson, Arizona” as a potential answer 

choice (A.); while these words are not listed on the envelope, students could potentially 

select that answer because they recognize the words of the city where they currently live. 

This could mean that they do not know how to read an envelope, but it could also mean 

 
 
13 Item #14 utilizes an icon of a blouse, which is iconic and symbolic for a shirt tag; the information is also 
indexical for an action associated with the shirt tag.  
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that they do not recognize a relationship between the two sets of words on the “envelope” 

and the answer choices, thereby showing a lack of genre knowledge. Similarly, in Item #14 

[shirt tag], the inclusion of the word “USA” in the A. answer could cause students to select 

A. because they do not understand the question and think it is asking them where they 

currently live, as opposed to very specific job-readiness knowledge for people who may 

work in laundry facilities. 

Like Item #11 [time], the content of the images, questions, and answers in Item #12 

[appointment card], Item #13 [envelope], and Item #14 [shirt tag] highlight the difficulties 

in the design and tasks of questions and answers. Ultimately we must consider what we are 

intending to assess, and if that assessment is both feasible and authentic for adult L2 literacy 

learners. In all instances, photographs would most likely be better options, as well as 

unambiguous directions, consistency in format, layout, and punctuation, an awareness of 

spoken vs written structures, and an awareness of the potential effects of easily 

recognizable words. These recommendations for design are discussed in more detail in the 

conclusion of this dissertation, Chapter 8. 

Item #15, Item #16, Item #17 

Turning to page 3, the orientation of this page has changed from vertical to 

horizontal (see Appendix B, p. 339: Test A, p. 3). There does not seem to be an apparent 

reason for this change as the layout of the multiple-choice questions and answers is 

horizontal, much like it was on page 2.  

In addition to the change in page orientation, this page, and thereby all the questions 

it contains, does not have any directions. Two conclusions can be made from this. The first 

is that the directions from page 2 were intended to be carried across to this page; thus the 
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test-taker is required to understand that he or she should be checking an answer on this 

page as well. The second assumption is that the test-taker knows what act he or she should 

perform on this page because of the implicit directives assumed in the design, namely: 1) 

the use of graphic devices with an indexical nature – the boxes, 2) the Given/New and 

Ideal/Real layout of each of the questions, 3) the bolding used to denote the different test 

questions and answers, and 4) the graphic devices – the lines – that separate each of the 

questions. 

Regarding the image used in the question in Item #15, through the use of the border 

around the text, this image is more iconic and less symbolic than the images in Item #12 

[appointment card], Item #13 [envelope], and Item #14 [shirt tag] – it represents a sign that 

might hang in the door of a shop. Like the images in Item #12 and Item #13, however, this 

image in Item #15 is poorly designed with non-parallel structures regarding where the listed 

open hours are: the open hours for Monday through Thursday are placed directly under the 

words “Monday thru Thursday,” while the open hours for Friday and Saturday are placed 

to the right of those days. Similar to the images [clock, card, envelope, tag] discussed on 

page 2, the assumptions the test designer made here are that the test-taker understands this 

image is meant to represent a sign that one would see on a business, that this “sign” has a 

relationship both with the words above it in the question and the words to the right of it in 

the answer, and that this “sign” must be used as a means of selecting a correct answer.  

The test designer also assumes vocabulary knowledge and colloquial uses of words 

like “thru,” which language prescriptivists would argue against. If instructors are not 

teaching this usage in class, then it might not be a fair element in a question. Finally, the 

wording of the answer choices for Item #15 [store sign] requires closer scrutiny. In Item 
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#15, the answer choices to complete the question, “What time does the business open on 

Saturday?” are “It’s six o’clock,” “It’s ten o’clock,” and “It’s twelve o’clock.” The 

formulation of this answer does not match the adjacency pair as a more likely response 

would be “[it opens] At six o’clock,” and so forth.  

 Item #16 and Item #17 are even more complex than the previous questions, with 

more detailed reading of the images necessary. Yet while these images have more detail, 

that does not mean that knowledge of the relationships between the words of the question, 

the image, and the answers are any less difficult than in the previous questions which utilize 

“simpler” images. In all instances, the visual icons, indices, and symbols are culturally-

constructed and require both multimodal and visual literacy as well as cultural knowledge. 

The images in Item #16 and Item #17 have more writing on them than the previous items 

which the test-taker needs to wade through. 

 The image in Item #16 is iconic; it is meant to represent a prescription label (see 

Appendix B, p. 339: Test A, p. 3). One way it does this is through the Symbolic Attribute 

of the “Rx” symbol in the upper right corner which indexes this as a prescription label. 

This image is closer in appearance to a prescription label that one would find in everyday 

life than the images used in Item #11 [time], Item #12 [appointment card], Item #13 

[envelope], Item #14 [shirt tag], and Item #15 [store sign].  

Like the envelope in Item #13, this image [prescription label] relies on the reader’s 

background knowledge of what type of information is listed in specific locations on the 

label. For instance, the genre of the prescription label, at least in U.S. contexts, tends to 

rely on the pharmacy’s name and address at the top of the label, the recipient’s name and 

address in the upper middle part of the label, with the dosage instructions under that, and 
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the drug name and dosage, and expiration date at the bottom of the label. A student who 

knows how to read a prescription label can therefore easily find the dosage instructions, 

which is the answer to Item #16’s question, “How many tablets taken daily?”. A student 

who does not know how to read a U.S. prescription label, however, may spend a large 

amount of time decoding the label to find the answer. The answers for this question are 

also problematic because there are so many numbers on a prescription label in general (e.g., 

the street addresses, the phone numbers, the prescription fill date, the expiration date, etc.), 

that the test-taker may not know which number is which; this again returns us to the 

knowledge of the prescription label genre. It is interesting that the numbers in Item #11 

[time] and Item #15 [store sign] were spelled out in the answers, but in numerical form in 

the questions, but here in Item #16 [prescription label] the number “one” is spelled out in 

both the question’s image and the answer choice. Finally, the language grammaticality of 

the question must be scrutinized as there is no verb. Even with the inclusion of the word 

“are,” so that the question reads as “How many tablets are taken daily?” would have 

allowed the question to mimic the wording used in the dosing instructions, and thereby 

give the test-taker another hint as to where they can find the answer. 

 The image – a packaged meat label – in Item #17 also looks more realistic, like 

Item #16’s image [prescription label]. The meat label utilizes many icons in the “safe 

handling instructions,” icons which are culturally specific and not universally known. 

These specific symbols will not be discussed in this analysis, however it is important to 

notice them. This analysis instead focuses on what is salient in the design of this image. 

Through visual design principles, the eyes are drawn to the “$1.25” which is in a large font, 

is bolded, and is at the lower right corner of the image, making it the last thing that a person 
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would view if they were scanning from left to right and top to bottom; additionally, there 

is a sort of highlighting behind the number, which also makes the number salient. While 

the argument could be made that the box around the safe-handling instructions also makes 

that section salient, I believe the “$1.25” is the most salient part of this image, particularly 

because of the size of the font of the “$1.25” in comparison to the size of the font within 

the safe handling box. With this in mind, we must return to the question which asks, “How 

much is it per pound?” Firstly, the question is vague, relying on a non-specific “it” to be 

understood by the test-taker; secondly, the answer to the question (“4.99”) is something 

that is decidedly not made salient in the image. Finally, the $4.99 is part of an ensemble of 

information where the word “pound” in English is represented by the abbreviation “lb.” 

Thus, the test designer assumes the test-taker knows that this abbreviation exists, and 

knows how it is used on produce and/or meat bought by the pound. From a visual design 

perspective, Item #17 [meat label] sets up the test-taker to answer the question with “$1.25” 

as that is most salient in the image. Implicit assumptions of background and cultural 

knowledge, however, are at play in the design of this test question; these assumptions are 

made visible in what the correct answer is for this test question, namely an answer that not 

only relies on reading a label, but also applying outside knowledge to the reading of this 

label. 

Item #18, Item #19, Item #20 

Item #18, Item #19, and Item #20 are the final multiple-choice questions in this 

text. They are found on page 4 of the assessment (see Appendix B, p. 340: Test A, p. 4). 

This page changes its orientation back to the vertical orientation. Unlike pages 2 and 3, 

page 4 contains many test genre elements and multimodal components, making it very 
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crowded in comparison to the earlier pages. This increase in quantity of test genre elements 

is potentially part of the reason for why the vertical orientation was used for these 

questions, and the questions that follow on this page; however, this inconsistency in page 

orientation and test genre element and component quantity could pose problems for student 

meaning-making and reading – both on this page and throughout the entire text. Finally, it 

is interesting to note that every piece of text on this page is bolded. Because of that, the 

bolding is no longer salient. Instead, this page appears to rely on other multimodal 

components such as lines, images, numbers, and layout to set off and delineate different 

aspects. 

The top left portion of the page contains the directions. Similar to the discussion of 

the directions in Item #11 [time], the meaning and construction of these directions are 

socially-construed, and the use of such directions shows an assumption that the test-taker 

both knows what they are and understands how they are used. These directions are very 

similar to the ones used on page 2, as there is a clipart image of a check in a circle, located 

to the left of the bolded word “answer.” Unlike page 2, however, the overall layout for 

these questions on page 4 is complicated by the use of the graphic device of a line. There 

is a set of thin, double lines under the directions. This set of lines, when read in conjunction 

with the other two sets of thin, double lines (which also function as a single multimodal 

ensemble themselves) that are below Item #18 [recycling bin], Item #19 [restroom], and 

Item #20 [money], and above Item #21 [bank] serve to function as dividing lines on this 

page. Specifically, these sets of lines are meant to set off Item #18, Item #19, and Item #20, 

and to index that the check mark of the directions is in reference to this portion of this page 

only, thus differentiating between expectations for different types of responses (e.g., 



127 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

multiple-choice selection, fill-in-the-blank, etc.). The use of the check mark in the 

directions, coupled with the organization of the answers to each question further indexes 

that the responses should be checks next to the correct response, and not written as words, 

particularly in reference to the (dividing) lines. The answers in this section, however, do 

not have a box that can be checked as on previous pages. 

The layout of Item #18 [recycling bin], Item #19 [restroom], and Item #20 [money] 

differs from the earlier multiple-choice questions; Item #18, Item #19, and Item #20 have 

a vertical layout, with the multiple-choice answers located directly under the images, which 

are located directly under the questions for each question-answer ensemble. The Ideal/Real 

layout here is multilayered as the unit of the question has the words of the question, for 

example, Item #18 “What is this used for?” as the Ideal (the essence of the information), 

and the image of the question, in Item #18 the recycling container as the Real (the 

details/practical information), while the multimodal ensemble of the words and the image 

together are the Ideal (the essence of the information), with the multiple-choice answers as 

the Real (the details/practical information). This analysis of the Ideal and Real for a 

vertically-aligned multiple-choice question holds true for Item #19 [restroom] and Item 

#20 [money] as well. The placement of the question above the image may make it difficult 

for test-takers to recognize that there is a question accompanying the image; their eyes may 

be drawn to the image only. Furthermore, the organization of a question plus images plus 

answer choices may unfamiliar to them. If their eyes are drawn to the image first, they may 

look at the image and the answer choices, but not the words of the question, thus missing 

a crucial element of the multimodal ensemble. Conversely, with the vertical arrangement 
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with the multiple-choice answer choices below the image, it may not be immediately 

recognizable that the answer choices both accompany and refer to the image.  

Item #18 [recycling bin] asks, “What is this used for?” (see Appendix B, p. 340: 

Test A, p. 4). The word “this” indexes something; as a demonstrative pronoun it must be 

used in reference to something. This usage of an indexical demonstrative pronoun further 

highlights the complex relationship between the question’s words and image. Without an 

image, this question is not complete, and is nonsensical; however, one must wonder if the 

question’s words are necessary and whether the question could simply be an image, or 

whether this added layer of indexicality of an image actually makes the test question that 

much more difficult. The task of Item #18 is to first recognize an object, second recall what 

goes in that object, and third select the associated vocabulary word of what that object 

would contain. This task differs from the other multiple-choice questions on the test which 

all require the test-taker to recognize an object and apply additional information from that 

object. Even Item #11 [time], for instance, is not asking the test-taker what the object is (a 

clock), but is asking the test-taker to read the time on the clock. If Item #18 [recycling bin], 

however, did not utilize words in the question, and only provided students with an image, 

then the assumption would be made that students know that the task is to select the word 

that describes the image. Either scenario involves assumptions of design – either an 

assumption of knowing how to read an indexical word (e.g., this) and make a connection 

between it and an image, and then a connection between the answer choices, or the 

assumption that a student knows why only an image would be placed on a test, and, for a 

multiple-choice question type, that the appropriate response is to select the correct 

description of that image.  
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The usage of the word “this” in the question of Item #18 [recycling bin] is also 

slightly different than in the questions of Item #19 [restroom] and Item #20 [money]. The 

question in Item #19 specifically asks what the sign means, this implicitly speaks to an 

explicit understanding that the sign represented (a unisex bathroom sign) is a symbol for 

something else, specifically a restroom. Whereas the image in Item #18 is an image of a 

recycling bin, and that recycling bin is also the subject of the question, the image in Item 

#19 is a sign for a unisex bathroom – it is not a photograph of a unisex bathroom. Item #20 

[money] on the other hand, does not ask what is shown in the image, but how much what 

is shown is; this therefore adds a second layer of recognition (much like Item #11 [time]) 

as the test-taker needs to first know what is represented, and second know how to apply 

this knowledge.  

The image in Item #18 [recycling bin], unlike the images on the earlier pages of 

this text, is a photograph and not clipart. The image, however, is blurry. The photograph is 

not anchored in background context, but is floating on the white space of the page (#Item 

19 [restroom] and Item #20 [money] also have floating images). Altherr Flores (2017) 

showed that context is helpful for students to recognize and understand an image; the 

context helps readers to make associations, and also provides additional information, such 

as object size and object location, about what is being represented. In addition to the lack 

of context, the image of the recycling bin in Item #18 also utilizes a very blurry recycling 

symbol; this symbol is used as a Possessive Attribute on this conceptual image (Kress & 

van Leeuwen, 2006) and is critical for determining the correct answer. Ultimately, the 

photograph is iconic, as well as symbolic (per the recycling symbol), and indexical (per the 

action and use referenced by the symbol). Regarding the answer choices provided, the large 
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plastic bin in the image could be an appropriate functional receptacle for any of the choices 

listed, therefore, the use of a blurry Possessive Attribute as the main defining characteristic 

needed to correctly answer the question is not ideal. Furthermore, recycling containers at 

the Refugee Education Program do not look like the recycling container shown in this 

photograph14. For students from different backgrounds outside the U.S. where this symbol 

is prevalent and has permeated our culture, they may not make the connection between this 

symbol and various containers that use it.  

Thus, for Item #18 [recycling bin], the text designer has made the assumption that 

test-takers 1) know and understand the indexical usage of the word “this,” and 2) can both 

recognize the blurry symbol, and make the connection between it and the function of this 

particular bin. The text designer has also assumed that students have previously interacted 

with recycling bins of this shape and size and are able to recognize them.  

Finally, Item #18 [recycling bin] and Item #19 [restroom] display inconsistencies 

in punctuation and formatting with a period placed at the end of some answer choices, and 

some words of the answer choices capitalized with others not capitalized. For the sake of 

professionalism, and demonstrating to our students the importance of consistent writing 

and punctuation, a revised assessment should include graphic consistency. 

 The final multiple-choice question that I will discuss is Item #20 [money]. The scale 

amongst the images in this question is particularly problematic, especially because the 

items represented are also floating like the images in Item #18 [recycling bin] and Item #19 

[restroom]; without context, these images may be difficult for students to recognize. The 

 
 
14 Similarly, there are no unisex bathrooms with signs like the one in #19 at the school, and it is unknown 
if students frequent areas where unisex bathrooms of this sort are present. 
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coins in Item #20 are very large in comparison to the dollar bill, and the penny is smaller 

than the dime. The attempt may have been made to show that the dime has a greater value 

than the penny (and hence the larger physical size in this representation), but the images 

are misleading and not based on an authentic scale that would help students recognize the 

items. Finally, in Item #20, the coins are very far to the right of the dollar bill and the 

multiple-choice answers, which are aligned directly under the dollar bill; this dispersed 

composition could lead students to think that the coins are not part of the multimodal 

ensemble. 

Multiple-Choice Conclusion 

 From this analysis of the test genre element of multiple-choice questions, numerous 

assumptions on the part of the text’s designer have emerged. The fundamental assumption 

is that the test-taker both recognizes not only that are there different elements and 

components in this section of the text and that they are different from the form section (and 

the following sections), but also that the combination of these specific elements and 

components entails a specific purpose and type of response. Here, in particular, it is 

assumed that the test-taker recognizes directions, questions, and answers – each of which 

are composed of various components, and more specifically, that the answers of this section 

have more than one choice. From this, it is also assumed that the test-taker knows how to 

appropriately respond to such genre elements. The basic assumption remains that the test-

taker understands the relationships between multimodal components such as still images, 

written words, page layout, graphic devices, and graphic resources, but also that the test-

taker recognizes how those multimodal components are different in this section. It is 

believed that the test-taker understands he or she is meant to respond by selecting one 
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answer for each question, and that this selection should be performed in a manner that 

corresponds with the directions associated for each multiple-choice section of the test. 

Furthermore, it is assumed that the test-taker knows their answer response should be in 

reference to the information provided in the question, and should not be creative or 

individualistic information produced by the test-taker. While a form relies on produced 

information, multiple-choice questions rely on perceived and selected information. Though 

this genre element does not require as much written production as a form does, responding 

to a multiple-choice question requires reading and making connections between 

multimodal genre elements and components. At first glance it may seem simple to ask a 

test-taker to select just one answer, but such a task is founded on understanding all the 

multimodal components used in the directions, question, and answer, and their knowledge 

of how to respond. 

Test genre element: Fill-in-the-blank. The defining characteristic of a fill-in-the-

blank test question is the use of a graphic device, specifically a blank line, at the beginning, 

in the middle, or at the end of an already-provided sentence. There are only three fill-in-

the-blank questions on this test, but within them there are many multimodal components 

and multimodal compositions. The next section of analysis will address these three specific 

questions in detail, particularly because their composition reveals much in terms of 

assumptions and ideologies of design.  

Directions 

Before turning to the questions, however, the analysis will discuss the middle 

section of page 4 (see Appendix B, p. 340: Test A, p. 4), which contains a set of numerous 

multimodal elements that, when read as a multimodal ensemble, are understood as a set of 
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directions with lines separating the different parts of the page. This lower section is 

delineated from the upper section of the page by the use of two double sets of thin lines. 

These graphic devices used are ambiguous as dividing lines, however, because the two 

lines enclose a space that is comparable in height to a blank line on a piece of lined 

notebook paper, thus they can be interpreted as an index for writing, not page division. 

Within these lines is a clipart image of a pencil that is different from the image of the pen 

used on the first page of the assessment; this inconsistency in symbolic image may be 

confusing for some students. While the pen on page 1 shows a whole pen, this is an image 

of just the tip of a pencil; additionally, this pencil is inside a circle, much like the image of 

the check mark at the top of page 4, rather than juxtaposed to lines as in the pen image. 

This pencil is placed to the left of the written word, “Write.” The image is iconic, indexical, 

and symbolic: it is iconic because it looks like the tip of a pencil, indexical because it shows 

a part for the whole – the tip of the pencil represents the entire pencil – and symbolic 

because this tip is meant to represent the act of writing. This symbolic usage is further 

compounded by the indexical nature of function of the image, which points to the act of 

writing through the image’s placement on the page, and its placement next to the word 

“write.” The referential aspect of this indexing, however, does not specify where the act of 

writing is to occur. Because of the blank lines to the right of the pencil, one may think they 

are meant to write there. Furthermore, this indexing does not specify what is to be written 

– the word “write” could be copied, other aspects of the text could be copied, answers from 

other parts of the test could be written there, or something else entirely could be written 

there. Additionally, reading this set of directions in conjunction with the double set of 

dividing lines, it is not immediately apparent what the directions are in relation to, that is, 
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it is not clear if the directions are for Item #21, Item #22, Item #23, or perhaps questions 

above. Such assumptions in knowing that directions generally are for items below them 

highlights an inherent belief that test-takers are familiar with both the Ideal/Real 

composition of multimodal texts, but also the genre conventions of test design. Finally, the 

relationship of the word “Write”, and the clip art image of the pencil is further complicated 

by the layout of Item #21, Item #22, and Item #23 which each have a blank line. These 

blank lines are graphic devices that index the location where a test-taker should provide an 

answer; the length of the line can also generally be considered a hint for the test-taker 

regarding the quantity or size of what should be written. 

Item #21 

I will now delve into a deeper analysis of Item #21 (see Appendix B, p. 340: Test 

A, p. 4). As is evident from the above analysis of the directions for this part of the page, in 

Item #21 (and the following other fill-in-the-blank questions) the metafunctions and the 

multimodal genre elements and components are intertwined and related. Separating these 

metafunctions and elements is difficult, however, for the sake of this analysis, some parts 

can be separated. 

Item #21 [bank] is a multimodal ensemble composed of 1) a number that delineates 

it as a separate question from other questions on the page, 2) an imperative (“Complete the 

sentence.”) that serves as the question of the question/answer ensemble, 3) a set of clipart 

symbols, 4) a clipart image, and 5) a typed sentence with a blank. The number is to the left 

of the imperative, the clipart symbols are below those items and above the clipart image, 

and below all of those items, with a large space in between them, are the beginning of the 

sentence and the blank. 
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“Complete the sentence,” functions as a question, that is, the answer of this 

question-and-answer ensemble can only be provided in response to this, however, it is 

syntactically an imperative and not a question. This structure could be problematic as 

students may read it as the directions for this section, and not the “Write” from above it, 

and this could therefore also affect how they understand the dividing lines and directions 

above. Furthermore, this composition is interesting to consider because it highlights a 

belief that each question-and-answer pair of the fill-in-the-blank test genre element must 

have a set of typed words and an image (or some other content that provides information 

for the answer), and another set of typed words with a blank that functions as the answer 

of the ensemble. Unlike Item #18 [recycling bin] which requires an image or something 

that can be referenced by its question, Item #21 [bank] could function without the words 

“Complete the sentence.” In Item #21, the image alone could be sufficient information for 

a test-taker to know what to write about in the blank. 

Additionally, the “question” is so far removed from the answer that contains the 

blank that requires filling, that the relationship between the question, the answer, and the 

blank, may be misconstrued by the test-taker; there is not only an image in between the 

question and the answer, there is also a very large space (especially compared to Item #22 

[bananas]). The Ideal/Real components of this multimodal ensemble, and assumed test-

taker knowledge of such components and relationships, may be difficult for adult literacy 

learners to understand and make sense of in the way intended by the text’s designer. 

The discussion thus far concerning Item #21 [bank] has considered only the layout 

and functional composition of what is intended as the question and what is intended as the 

answer; it has not discussed the ideational content of the images, and their relationship 
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therein. The image of Item #21 is a multimodal ensemble composed of a row of seven 

clipart symbols of the dollar sign above a narrative image (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). 

The dollar signs are iconic: they look like the dollar sign; symbolic: they are representing 

the idea of money; and indexical: per their placement above the narrative image below 

them, they are referencing the idea of money in that image, and the function of the place 

and activity of people represented in the image. These dollar signs are most likely meant 

to be read in concert with the image below; they strengthen the intended meaning of the 

image below by indexing the idea of money.  

The clipart image below the dollar symbols is different from the other images in 

the text. It is an image that tells a story, and one that relies on both the grammar of visual 

design and referential content schemata in order to be read. The image, according to Kress 

and van Leeuwen’s visual grammar, is an offer image (rather than a demand image) where 

the viewer is meant to be an invisible onlooker and not a participant (p. 119). It is also a 

narrative transactional process whereby a man (the Actor) looks at something which he is 

handing to a woman (the Goal), and a reactional process shows the other woman (the 

Reacter) looking at the man and the woman (which, together, are the Phenomenon). A 

second narrative transactional process takes place in the lower right corner where a second 

man (the Actor) looks at/writes on something (the Goal). Possessive Attributes are used to 

index the place and further describe the people within the place. The woman standing 

behind the counter has the attributes of the counter, the glass partition, and the name plate; 

these attributes index her as a bank teller. This attribution, however, is only obvious if a 

reader understands this place as a bank. Otherwise, it could be a ticket window, a post 

office, or any sort of establishment with these kinds of structures. The man at the counter 
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has the Possessive Attribute of the briefcase, which indexes him as a businessman or other 

sort of professional. The other woman has the Possessive Attribute of the line divider which 

indexes her as a person not actively participating in the main scene. Finally, the second 

man has the attributes of a pen, a checkbook, a deposit slip, and a secondary counter, which 

index him as a person preparing a bank deposit. This indexical interpretation, again, 

however, is reliant upon a reader understanding this location as a bank. Thus, the image 

can be read as: “A businessman hands something related to money and finances to a female 

bank teller standing behind a counter while another woman watches this process, and 

second man writes a bank deposit on another counter.” All these attributes and the narrative 

processes indicate this place is a bank; however, these are content schemata of a particular 

socio-economic class and/or cultural backgrounds. Additionally, the clothing the people 

are wearing appears to be not recent (e.g., the hat worn by the secondary Actor is 

reminiscent of 1950’s America); these a-temporal Possessive Attributes could potentially 

be confusing. This image may not be easily recognizable for students who do not have jobs 

and do not regularly visit a bank. Finally, the attributes and narrative processes are also 

made more salient by the close relationship of the dollar symbols above the image. Without 

the dollar symbols, this image could be viewed by test-takers as an office, a pharmacy, or 

other institution.  

Item #22 

 Item #22, much like Item #21 [bank], also has additional information above the 

images (see Appendix B, p. 340: Test A, p. 4); this information in the multimodal ensemble 

of the images is the Given. This information names two markets: one of the markets is 

“Savory Market,” and the other is “Lee’s Market.” The font used for each of these markets 
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differs, potentially as a means of indexing that these are two different places, but the image 

of bananas for each of them is the same. The same bananas could potentially be used to 

indicate that there is no difference in quality of the bananas at each store, just a difference 

in price. This composition, however, assumes that the test-taker recognizes the words 

“Savory Market” and “Lee’s Market” are used to index a particular store (note that the 

store itself is not shown on this assessment page), and that these stores sell bananas. Further 

below the images of the bananas are the written words and numbers: “$0.59 lb” and “$0.55 

lb.” Through layout and word/image relationships, it is assumed that the reader understands 

that the store selling bananas for $0.59 lb is the Savory Market, with Lee’s Market selling 

the bananas for $0.55 lb. 

  Aside from these assumptions in multimodal composition, the written question 

asks, “What is the best price per pound?”. Interestingly, both the stores’ names and the 

duplicated image have no effect on how the question is answered. The only information 

necessary to complete the blank in this sentence is the price of the bananas – either $0.59 

a pound, or $0.55 a pound. Ultimately, this question is assessing a student’s knowledge of 

the “lb” abbreviation for “pound,” and the student’s ability to extract and apply this 

information from the question and additional information, and potentially (implicitly) 

assessing the student’s ability to ignore extraneous information such as the store names. 

The use of this extra information by the text designer could also, however, display an 

inherent belief that questions on tests need images to support their ideational content, and 

that these images also need labels. Test-takers, however, may be tempted to write “Savory 

Market,” or “Lee’s Market,” or “bananas” in the blank, particularly if they think the point 

of the question and answer is to describe the image as they did in Item #21 [bank]. One 
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hint for what should be written in the blank though is the length of the blank line. This line 

does not have enough space (in general, for an L2 literacy student) for a student to write 

“Savory Market” or “Lee’s Market” should they think one of those is the correct answer, 

but this implicit hint may not be noticed by the L2 literacy learner. Finally, when examining 

the structure and content of the answer, we must also consider what the point is of a student 

copying a provided answer choice into that blank space. While Item #21 [bank] asked the 

student to produce a word, Item #22 [bananas] gives answer choices, and, as mentioned 

previously, those answer choices are not affected by anything else on the page; that is, the 

store name and banana images do not change the correct answer, and thus there is no 

application necessary here from those multimodal elements to the answer choice. For a 

question of this sort it may be best to utilize a multiple-choice format. If a multiple-choice 

format is not utilized, but this multimodal composition is desired, then the question should 

be changed to “What store has the best price per pound?” The usage of the word “best” in 

this potential iteration though is problematic as a judgement of best would be affected by 

other factors such as quality or taste – notwithstanding the use of identical images of 

bananas in the question. Thus “cheapest” or “cheaper” would be the better adjective to use 

in this question as the intent is to determine what the lowest price is.  

Item #23 

 Finally, Item #23 has its own subset of directions in addition to the global directions 

located in the middle of the page (see Appendix B, p. 340: Test A, p. 4). This subset says, 

“Look at the map.”, and while it contains directions, it also functions as part of the question 

of this question-answer ensemble. It is unclear why this question requires a separate set of 

directions because directions stating, “Look at the image.” were not used in Item #21 
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[bank], which had a similar question-answer format where knowledge from the question’s 

image was applied for the answer. Similarly, Item #17 [meat label] did not instruct test-

takers to “Look at the label.”  

 More importantly, these directions contain a stylized word, “look,” where clipart 

images of eyes replaced the two letter “o”s in the word “look.” These images are iconic 

because they look like eyes; indexical because they are referring to an action that the test-

taker should do, namely to look at something – this something is referenced in the second 

part of the sentence (“at the map”), but also assumed to understood by the viewer per the 

Ideal/Real layout, with the something being in the Real location, thus, below the eyes; and 

symbolic as the eyes are standing for the place of the letter “o.” This symbolism is also 

iconic because the eyes are in the shape of the letter “o.” This stylization, however, while 

it may be intended as support for the beginning language learner and beginning literacy 

learner, may negatively affect the meaning-making processes of students with emerging 

alphabetic and visual literacy; particularly students who may not realize that round objects 

such as eyes, can stand in the place of letters in words. This iconic-indexical-symbolic 

stylization adds yet another layer of signification to the acts of decoding and 

comprehending a text. 

 The image in Item #23 is a map with a store, a park, and (named) streets. The image 

is an analytical process where the parts fit together to make up a larger whole, the Carrier 

(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006); this larger whole is a map. The map is formed of three 

smaller analytical processes – the processes for the store, the park, and the streets. In the 

larger process for the map, the store is a Carrier; the store signs, store shelves, light poles, 

and trash can are Possessive Attributes that make up the whole of the store. The park is 
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also a Carrier for the map; the bench and tree are Possessive Attributes for the park. Finally, 

the lines and associated street names are Possessive Attributes for streets, which are, in 

turn, also a Carrier for the map. The three analytical processes of the store, park, and streets 

together are an analytical process of a neighborhood map where the map is the Carrier, and 

the store, park, and signified streets are the Possessive Attributes. This image, much like 

the image in Item #21 [bank], thus relies on numerous instantiations of assumed visual 

literacy and culturally-specific content schemata. Within this conceptual image, another 

assumption that is made is that the student knows and understand the abbreviations “Ave.” 

and “St.” Because the park is on 35th St., and the answer already has “street” provided in 

the end of the sentence, knowledge of what “St.” means is important so that a student does 

not write “35th St.” in the blank, thereby making the answer read “The park is on 35th St. 

street.” The hint of “street” included in the answer rules out “Montreal Ave.” as answer, 

however this inclusion of “street” may be overlooked by an adult L2 literacy learner. To 

alleviate any potential confusion on the part of the test-taker, this question could be 

rewritten to “Where is the park?”, with an answer of, “The park is on ____________.”, or 

“The park is on _________ street.” 

Fill-in-the-Blank Conclusion 

 From this analysis of the test genre element of fill-in-the-blank questions, the basic 

assumption made by the text designer is that the test-taker understands how they are meant 

to respond to the question, and that the test-taker knows how to read the elements and 

components of the question. Specifically, here it is assumed that the test-taker comprehends 

that their produced answer should in fact not be individualistic as it was in the form section, 

but like the multiple-choice section of the test, their answer should be in relation to the 
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additional information provided in the question segment of the entire question. 

Furthermore, this produced information must fit syntactically into the sentence provided. 

This restriction, at first glance, may seem beneficial for the test-taker as just one word is 

expected, but it complicates the response the test-taker can provide as a response with extra 

words will negate the correctness of the answer. The expectation that the test-taker can read 

the entire sentence and can imagine what word belongs in the blank, and then produce that 

word with no or little scaffolding is actually quite complex. 

Test genre element: Short free write. Short free-write test questions are 

characterized by the use of a graphic device, specifically one or more blank lines that 

extend the length of a page. Generally, a short free write has a prompt of some sort; this 

prompt functions as the question in a question-and-answer ensemble. On this assessment 

in particular, these short free-write answers are not expected to be more than three 

sentences in length; this is noted in the questions of these short free writes.  

Item #24 and Item #25 

This assessment has two short free writes, Item #24 and Item #25, both of which 

are located on page 5 (see Appendix B, p. 341: Test A, p. 5). The directions for this page 

utilize the same pencil image as seen in the middle of page 4, but the image on this page is 

larger in overall size. This image and written directions, however, have just one set of 

double lines dividing them between the questions. Thus this layout is similar to what is 

seen on the top of page 4 and different from the layout of pages 1 and 2, and 3 (which does 

not have a set of associated directions). The same relationship as discussed earlier is 

assumed here between the image, the written words, the graphic device of the line, and the 

remainder of the page. Additionally, it is assumed the test-taker knows that the question 
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and image are both the Given and the Ideal, and the answer is both the New and the Real. 

This layout and these assumptions have implications for how the test-taker interprets and 

interacts with these question-and-answer ensembles. 

Item #24 [school] is located under the line and directions, with Item #25 [hospital] 

located below that. These question-and-answer ensembles are composed of three 

components: 1) a written imperative that functions as a question, 2) a clipart image under 

the question, and 3) three blank lines under the image, and above another set of double 

lines. The assumptions made here are that the test-taker understands the relationship 

between the components, notably that the question is instructing the specified number of 

sentences that should be written about the image below it, and that this writing should be 

done on the blank lines below the image. Furthermore, the assumption is made that the 

student understands the ideational content of the image.  

Both the images in Item #24 [school] and Item #25 [hospital] necessitate discussion. 

Item #24 is both a narrative transactional image and a narrative reactional image (Kress & 

van Leeuwen, 2006). In the transactional image, the woman is the Actor; she looks at a 

book, which is the Goal. This transaction is the Phenomenon of the reactional image, where 

the children, the Reacters, look at the woman. The image is thus read as “Children look at 

a woman who reads a book.” Aside from the Western visual grammar, the image also 

contains schemata that adult L2 literacy learners may not have due to their varied past 

educational and literacy experiences. For example, the shape of the book in the woman’s 

lap is iconic and it is indexical of her reading, and the depiction of children sitting around 

a woman holding a book indexes the act of listening to reading. It also indexes the act of 

reading in elementary school, which many adult L2 literacy learners have not experienced. 
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We must consider that if the goal of this question is to assess students’ abilities to write 

numerous sentences related to one common theme, and for those sentences to be in relation 

to the image, it may be difficult for students from this population to successfully complete 

this question.  

Item #25 [hospital] is also problematic as the story that it tells also relies on content 

schemata. In this narrative reactional image, the boy is the Reacter; via a vector, the Reacter 

looks at the woman, the Phenomenon. The man in the background is also a Reacter who is 

looking at the boy and woman together as the Phenomenon. The picture therefore is read 

as “The boy looks at the woman while the man looks at both the boy and woman.” 

Additionally, while this is a reactional process, the lab coat and headlamp worn by the man 

are Possessive Attributes that tell readers he is a doctor. The baseball bat and teddy bear 

are also attributed to the boy, signifying that he was injured (by the bat), and in the hospital 

(stuffed bears are often given to children who are in the hospital). The hospital room also 

has the attributes of the cross (often associated with health and/or hospital settings, 

predominantly in Christian societies; this is thus less accessible to non-Christians) on the 

chart that is hanging in the back of the room. The story told by this image and the 

Possessive Attributes within it then becomes “The boy who was injured by the bat and now 

has a stuffed teddy bear looks at the woman while the male doctor looks at both the boy 

and the woman in the hospital room.”  

Students who do not recognize the Possessive Attributes of the boy, the doctor, or 

the hospital room may not be able to correctly write about a boy who was injured while 

playing baseball, and who is now being attended to in the hospital by his mother and a 

doctor. For students who do not make these connections, or who may see something else 
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entirely in the image, but do write three sentences, we must consider how their responses 

will be scored. Thus, for both Item #24 [school] and Item #25 [hospital], the test is 

assessing not just the test-taker’s vocabulary, reading knowledge, and written production, 

but also how they understand the image and what they produce in response. Ambiguous or 

difficult images will lead to unexpected answers. The question remains of how unexpected 

answers are assessed. If a test-taker writes three sentences that make sense as a chunk of 

written discourse, and could potentially be about the image above, then we must consider 

if such a response would be evaluated as a correct response or not.  

Short Free-Write Conclusion 

 The analysis of the test genre element of short free-write questions has unearthed a 

variety of expectations and assumptions. The belief that the test-taker understands the 

relationships between the multimodal elements and components is continued here, and that 

the test-taker understands the visual representations. Understanding the visual 

representations is paramount for answering these questions correctly as this section 

requires produced information in relation to the visual image only. There is no production 

associated with information in the question, e.g., the question does not say, “Write three 

sentences about what you think the children are doing.” While the quantity of writing that 

must be produced is specified in the question (thus the test-taker must be able to decode 

and comprehend the written words), there are no other hints. Thus it is assumed the test-

taker will understand the image used in this question, and be able to produce the correct 

words to write the required number of sentences on the provided lines. 

Test genre element: Extended free write. The final test genre element used within 

this set of assessments is the extended free write. By “extended,” I mean something longer 
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than three sentences as three-sentence responses were requested on the prior page. There 

is one extended free write on this test; it is located on page 6, which has a horizontal 

(landscape) orientation (see Appendix B, p. 342: Test A, p. 6). This orientation is troubling 

as these is no obvious reason for why the page layout should have changed from the prior 

page, and because the genre element of an extended free write does not necessitate such an 

orientation. The orientation is troubling because test-takers – especially if they are feeling 

insecure or uncertain about their ability to answer a question – may wonder what the 

significance of these changes are as they seek to find meaning in all elements of the test. 

Such additional layers of meaning, however, may not be intended by the test designer. 

 There are no directions for Item #26 [landlord letter], and the bolded question 

prompt does not have a stated minimum sentence requirement; the answer portion, 

however, does have five blank lines. This composition highlights an assumption of genre 

knowledge in three ways: 1) that the student knows he or she should write something even 

though there are no directions on this page as there are on the previous page, 2) that the 

student knows that (written) letters are generally longer than a few sentences, and 3) that 

if a student does not know this, then the five blank lines serve as a hint regarding how much 

should be written. 

 The content of Item #26 instructs students to ‘Write a letter to your landlord 

explaining why the rent is late.’ This instruction is problematic for numerous reasons; the 

first is that it positions students as people who pay their rent late and therefore need to 

practice writing their excuses. The second is that it implicitly posits writing a letter to one’s 

landlord as an appropriate action, when it may be more likely that students from this 

population would speak to their landlord. The third is that this task is not appropriate for 
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literacy-level students as it is a relatively advanced task, requiring knowledge of the genre 

expectations of letters especially to a person of greater power and status, in addition to 

written vocabulary appropriate for discussing matters of legality, financial obligation, and 

residence, as well as requiring written communication that is individualistic and particular 

to each student. Tasks of this sort and content often appear on assessments for refugee- and 

immigrant-background students, particularly literacy learners, because of a ‘survival 

English’ instructional mentality (Auerbach & Burgess, 1985). This mentality tends to have 

negative connotations as it positions test-takers in a subservient relationship and deficient 

light. 

Extended Free-Write Conclusion 

 The analysis of the test genre element of an extended free-write question has 

highlighted the assumptions that the test-taker can both decode and comprehend the written 

words in the question, can produce written communication that is individualistic and 

particular to them, that this written communication follows the genre expectations of a 

letter, and that the test-taker has the written vocabulary and personal experience to discuss 

matters of legality, financial obligation, and residence. Like the short free-write questions, 

it is expected the test-taker will write in sentence form here. Finally, it is interesting to 

consider how the test came full circle with this page requiring produced individual 

information, just as the first page of the test, the form, did, whereas the second, third, fourth, 

and fifth pages required the student to produce information contained within this particular 

text. 
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Oral Assessment Text 

The oral assessment is composed of 18 questions, worth a total of 40 points. The oral script 

is accompanied by a booklet of visuals, of which seven pages are used for this oral 

assessment. In the oral assessment, students are asked basic questions like “What’s your 

name?”, “Could you spell it, please?”, and “Where are you from?”, and also shown images 

and asked to tell the test administrator about the images. 

Test genre element: Oral assessment cues. This assessment uses photographs, 

which, as discussed previously, are more suitable for L2 adult literacy learners than clipart 

or line drawings. One critique is that the photographs are from 1989; the most salient 

problem, however, is the content of the photographs. One image (see Figure 2) shows a 

child who was hit by a car and fell off his bike. While this image may pose no problems 

for many students, it may be inappropriate for refugee-background students who have 

experienced trauma to the extent that many of them have. The content of this photograph 

may be a trigger and cause a student from this population to have a flashback. This would 

not only prevent the student from answering the question correctly, more importantly, it 

may have a long-lasting disturbing effect on a person from this vulnerable population.  

 

 
Figure 2. Boy hit by car – Test A (oral assessment). 
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Another question on the oral assessment asks the student, “These people work at a 

restaurant. Which job would you like to have? Why/why not?” (see Figure 3). This question 

and the accompanying image are problematic because the image on the right shows a man 

using an old-fashioned cash register; knowledge of what is represented in this image is 

culturally-specific and also historically related. Additionally, the only jobs presented here 

are low-skilled jobs that earn minimum pay (dishwasher, server, cook, cashier). There is a 

hidden assumption that students who would take this oral assessment after being resettled 

in the United States would be lucky to find a job of this sort. By presenting these as their 

only options, there is also a subtle enforcement that these may in fact be the only jobs 

students should consider for themselves.  

 

 
Figure 3. Restaurant jobs – Test A (oral assessment). 
 
 

Oral Assessment Conclusion 

 Thus, the photographs used in the oral assessment highlight an absence of 

consideration for how images showing traumatic content may be disturbing for students to 

view, that photographs from twenty years ago will be understood by viewers, and that low-

skilled jobs are the jobs that adult L2 literacy students should be considering for 

themselves. 
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Discussion and Implications 

Assumptions in Test Design 

From this analysis of the test genre, there are numerous assumptions the test designer made 

in this language and literacy assessment. At its most basic, there is the assumption that the 

test-taker both knows and understands that texts contain different elements. That is, that 

the test-taker knows that while a text may be used for one purpose, for example, assessing 

a student’s language and literacy knowledge, or, more broadly, if reading a fiction book, 

for pleasure, or if completing a form at the doctor’s office, for providing information, that 

each of these texts has multiple pieces of communication within them that can add to the 

overall use and purpose of the text, but they may also be extraneous. For instance, the 

copyright page in a fiction book is additional information that is not necessary for the reader 

to read if they are reading the book for pleasure; similarly, a footer with the note “revised 

11/2017” at the bottom of doctor’s office form is not necessary for the reader to read in 

order to fully and correctly complete the form. While pleasure reading and doctor’s forms 

are not the same genre as the genre of the test, they too have various genre elements used 

in them, and various components used to create those elements. This knowledge that texts 

have different elements is compounded with the assumption that readers know how to read 

all these different elements; these two types of knowledge are intertwined and cannot be 

separated as it is only by being able to read the elements that one is able to understand that 

there are different types of elements. 

 Within this recognition and understanding of different elements, there is the 

assumption that the reader, in this case, the test-taker, understands the different specific 

elements used in the genre of the test. Broadly, the assumption is made that the test-taker 
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recognizes and understands forms, listening activities, multiple-choice questions, fill-in-

the blank questions, short free writes, extended free writes, and other aspects of the test 

genre such as directions and scoring. Within this, is then the assumption that the test-taker 

understands the modes of still image, writing, and layout, and the different components, 

such as clip art images, photographs, narrative images, conceptual images and elements, 

lines, boxes, punctuation, words, typography, bolding, left-right, top-down, and margin-

center, etc., as well as iconic, indexical, symbolic components. Ultimately, by making these 

assumptions, the test is therefore not testing just traditional literacy skills of decoding and 

comprehending written words, and producing written words – and even in the case of the 

listening exercises, just understanding and producing oral communication – but also 

assessing these multimodal elements and components used on these print assessment 

materials, and also assessing the test-taker’s genre knowledge of assessments, which are 

other kinds of literacy. This critical analysis, when coupled with Brown and 

Abeywickrama’s (2010) principles of language assessment (practicality, authenticity, 

reliability, validity, and washback), also has implications for assessment design; future 

research could consider these principles and apply them to both this test’s and the 

experimental versions’ designs. 

Dialogic Nature of Assessment 

Kress and van Leeuwen’s distinction of the producer and the viewer of images (2006), can 

be applied to multimodal texts such as tests to consider how communication and interaction 

occurs through textual design. In tests such as the one analyzed here, the producer (the test 

designer) is absent for the viewer (the test-taker). This absence could affect how a text is 

read as the producer is not present to answer questions or explain the text to the viewer. 
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Similarly, this relationship of absence exists when we flip who the producer is and who the 

designer is as we consider how test-takers respond in writing on tests. Here, the producer 

(the test designer) is absent and the viewer (the test-taker) writes a response to this absent 

producer. Through this response, the test-taker becomes the producer, and the viewer is 

either the designer of the test, or another person, such as an administrative assistant or 

grader who is grading the assessment. In this way, we can see that there is an implied reader 

that every author/producer is writing for – these producers and viewers will not meet – and 

the processes of production and reception play a role in how texts are both designed and 

understood. This production and reception is dual as the test designer designs for a certain 

imagined population of test-takers, and the test-taker writes and responds for an expected 

reader/grader as well. Both the production and reception, as well as the dialogic nature of 

the design and the responsive writing are grounded in social context, and yet assessments 

are a special case. While a magazine advertisement has an active producer who sends 

messages, and a passive receiver who receives them by reading them, in assessment, the 

active producer sends a message to be read by the passive test-taker, but then the passive 

test-taker responds and becomes an active producer themselves. Further complicating this, 

the original active producer (the test designer) may not be the one reading the test-taker’s 

response. Chapter 6 investigates the question of how student test-takers respond through 

writing. 

The implications are that the test design must be as clear and unambiguous as 

possible in order for the test-taker to respond in an appropriate manner and with the content 

that was expected and anticipated by producer. Similarly, the student producer (the test-

taker) must also be sure to structure their response as clearly and unambiguously as 
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possible because someone who does not know them (e.g., someone other than their teacher) 

may be the one assessing and evaluating their response. Thus, in the same way that the test 

designer should not assume that test-takers will understand all the hidden design features 

of a test, implicatures and presuppositions should not be used by the student producer as 

the implications and assumptions may not be recognized by the evaluator. Students will 

need instruction on both how to read and engage with multimodal assessment texts, but 

also on how to structure their (free) written responses. Similarly, test designers will need 

to carefully consider their intended readership, and critically assess any assumptions they 

may make in textual design.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has critically analyzed the original set of assessments (Test A) in use by the 

Refugee Education Program. This critical analysis took a social semiotic approach to 

examine the multimodal genre elements and components utilized in this set of assessments. 

Specifically, the analysis considered the genre elements of form, multiple-choice 

questions, fill-in-the-blank questions, short free writes, extended free writes, listening 

assessments, and other genre elements such as directions and scoring. The analysis 

revealed numerous assumptions made on the part of the text designer regarding assumed 

levels of multimodal and visual literacy of adult second language learners with emerging 

literacy or adult second language learners who (have) experienced interruptions in formal, 

school-based education. These assumptions of both visual and multimodal design and 

visual and multimodal literacy were then considered with respect to the dialogic nature of 

written communication, in particular regarding assessment texts. The following chapters 
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discuss the design of two experimental assessment texts for this population of learners, and 

examine how students respond to such (re)designs of assessment texts.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

GENRE ELEMENTS AND MULTIMODAL COMPONENTS IN ASSESSMENT 

TEXT DESIGN: CRITICAL ANALYSES OF AND REFLECTION ON THE 

EXPERIMENTAL ASSESSMENTS 

This chapter focuses on the two experimental versions of the assessments, Test B and Test 

C that were designed for this research study. Having conducted a critical social semiotic 

analysis of Test A, my aim with these experimental tests was to focus on alternative 

versions of some of the text elements that held the most potential for leading learners astray, 

and to see if alternate designs would afford more productive, or more appropriate, meaning 

making. In some ways, however, these three tests are not the same test as will be discussed 

below. In this chapter, I explicate the design choices made in the two experimental 

assessment texts. Each aspect of the design was iterative, that is a cyclical design of 

materials development done organically with the context. By looking at each phase of the 

design, I had the space to analyze Test A, and to reflect on my purposeful changes for each 

subsequent experimental version. 

Both experimental versions were designed so as to investigate how participants 

understood multimodal elements, which in turn affected their understanding of tasks, their 

writing, and their meaning-making. Test B contained similar questions and tasks as Test 

A, but used different multimodal elements. For instance, instead of a clip art image, Test 

B utilized a photograph; instead of providing no support for how to answer a question, Test 

B modeled circling the answer with a circle in the directions; instead of placing all multiple-

choice answers below the image, Test B placed some of them above the image. Test B also 
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included a large variety of graphic devices (circles, boxes, dividing lines) in differing 

locations and utilizations.  

Test C, on the other hand, was not based on Test A, nor was it based on Test B. 

Test C was therefore not so much a revision of Test A and Test B as it was a combination 

of different element styles and components. Test C did not use very many graphic devices, 

although it did contain a section with arrows. Instead most of Test C’s design choices 

concerned image content, whole page layout, and question and answer layout, particularly 

in reference to words being placed above images, or words being placed below images. 

Both Test B and Test C utilized only photographs and no clipart or line drawings.  

Like the previous chapter, this analysis is based on systemic functional linguistics 

(Halliday 1978, 1985; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006), and is organized according to the 

different types of questions utilized on the assessments. The chapter was guided by the 

following questions: 

1) What test genre elements and multimodal components were used in 
the design of these experimental assessment texts? 
 

2) Why were those elements and components used? What knowledge 
was sought from the use of these elements and components? 

 
3) What assumptions did I, as a researcher-practitioner, bring to these 

designs? 
 

Critical Reflection of the Design of the Two Experimental Assessment Texts  

(Test B and Test C)   

In the following section, I focus on the design of the two experimental assessment texts. 

The genre elements of form, listening, multiple choice, fill-in-the blank, short free write, 

and extended free write are considered, as are both the multimodal components (blank 
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lines, bolding, underlining, images, words, symbols, icons, circles, checks, etc.) and the 

multimodal compositions (left/right, top/down, central/margin, etc.), used within each of 

those genre elements.  

Form 

As discussed in Chapter 4, the first page of the original assessment (Test A) is a form. For 

Test B, I made a number of changes in the design to see how participants would respond. 

These included a bolded set of directions with a photograph of a hand holding a pencil and 

writing on a piece of paper which is placed above a set of five questions (see Appendix B, 

p. 343: Test B, p. 1, focus on top portion). The image in the directions was selected because 

it is a photograph, and because it shows a hand modeling what the test takers are being 

asked to do. This choice was made to see how participants would react to a photograph of 

a hand writing as opposed to a clipart image of a pen as used on Test A. Additionally, this 

is a narrative image where the eye is theoretically drawn via vectors to what the pen is 

writing on the paper, thereby it potentially provides an additional layer of indexicality by 

referencing what the test-taker is being instructed to do.   

These directions are intended to be applied to this top portion of page 1 of Test B, 

above the dashed line. The directions are meant to be general, since any sort of writing on 

the page would be considered writing the answer; thus, the circling that is requested in Item 

#3 [gender] and Item #4 [phone type] through the use of the circular graphic device would 

also be considered writing. A circle was used here on this test to see how participants would 

react to having an example in the directions, and also to see their responses to circling as 

opposed to checking a box as was done in Test A.  
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Other multimodal components that I was testing were implicitly intertwined with 

assessing reading comprehension and also habitual action. For example, I changed the 

order of the requested names (first name and last name) on Test B. I was curious to know 

whether participants were stuck in one particular rote manner of filling out a form, e.g., 

always writing their last name on the first blank, or if they made a connection between the 

written words of the question and the indexical blank line and wrote their response 

accordingly. This could potentially be construed as simply assessing reading 

comprehension, but it takes into account more than just reading comprehension of words, 

and encompasses reading of multimodal indexical graphic devices as well. 

Similarly, I moved the signature question from the bottom of the first page of Test 

A to the middle of the first page of Test B. My goal was to assess how they responded to 

the indexical blank line of the signature question in conjunction with the dashed dividing 

line below it. If they signed the form, where would they sign it? Or would they sign it at 

the bottom as they were accustomed to doing since they had taken the original assessment 

so many times in prior instruction quarters? Thus this experimental test’s design was also 

investigating how much of what students in this program write on the first page of a test is 

rote habit based on REP’s continued usage of this test over the years. By changing the 

design of this form, I hoped to have the opportunity to see which elements of the format of 

a form, and which elements of multimodality the students recognized and understood based 

on their interaction with the new design. Responses that were unexpected would indicate 

that the change in design was not effective, that students had not learned the meaning of 

those elements yet, and/or that they were accustomed to copying or writing in a certain way 

on the first page of a test in the Refugee Education Program.  
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Furthermore, this dashed dividing line was used to investigate how participants 

would respond to a dashed dividing line as compared to a solid dividing line used on other 

parts of Test B, and also used on Test A. Would participants regard this line as indexical, 

referencing where writing was expected, or would the spaced-apart dashes indicate a 

different type of response for them? 

I made a longer space for the phone number than had been on Test A, and I put the 

phone choices underneath this line. I was curious to see if a longer line would prompt 

students to first write their phone number on the line, and then select their type of phone. 

Such a design would take the onus off them of having to write their phone number on the 

correct line for the indicated phone type, and would alleviate any pressure students may 

feel if they were attempting to write their phone number on the correct line, but did not 

have enough space to do so because of the size of their handwriting. Additionally, the 

experimental design made use of top/down layout, thereby also implicitly assessing the 

order in which test-takers interacted with multimodal elements, and their knowledge of 

which components had a relationship with each other and what that relationship was. 

 Unfortunately, there seems to be no easy way to give test-takers both the chance 

to write their phone number, and to mark if they do not have a phone. On Test B this 

information was conveyed solely by words, because an attempt was made during the pilot 

study to provide pictures to match the words, but participants found the images confusing 

(a similar attempt was also made for the gender section in the pilot study). On Test B I 

chose to use the words no phone instead of the word none (as was used on Test A) if a test-

taker did not have a phone; however, this choice is still below and to the right of the prompt 

that asks for a phone number. Test-takers who do not have a phone may not read that far if 
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they see the words phone number and a line. Two additional choices were made in the 

design of this question. One was to put cell phone as the first choice since most of the 

students do not have a home phone. It was discovered in the pilot study, witnessed 

anecdotally in my own classroom, and discovered again in this dissertation study that on 

Test A students wrote their phone numbers on the line next to home phone because it was 

the first blank line; thereby indicating that most were not reading past the first choice15. It 

was hoped that by making the first choice align with the type of phone that most of them 

probably have, then I could focus on if they understood the manner in which they should 

respond to this question, specifically by circling. This was the other choice made in the 

design of this question: the use of the graphic device of the circle to determine how test-

takers would interact with this secondary directive that specifies the manner of expected 

response for how they would denote what type of phone they had. 

Listening – Recognition 

Because the original assessment’s (Test A) listening section did not include a print 

concepts, phonological and phonemic awareness, or phonics and word recognition section 

of both recognition and production, I wanted to test certain design elements for such a 

listening literacy section. These are important parts of literacy acquisition that require 

assessment and not a part of Test A, so I was curious to see how a variety of multimodal 

components would affect test-takers’ meaning-making and interaction with this test genre 

element.  

 
 
15 This may be a generalization for all test-takers, however it is an important distinction to note for students 
with both emerging literacy and emerging test literacy. 
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I created two very different versions that were tested in both Test B and Test C. 

Each of these texts contained a listening and recognition/selection section, and a listening 

and productive section. The print concept, phonological and phonemic awareness, phonics 

and word recognition and production content of this part of these experimental texts is not 

as important as the layout and writing. This content (and modified versions of it) can be 

found, for instance, in Frank and Perry’s (2015) Beginning Alphabetics Tests and Tools.  

It must be noted that the recognition/selection section is a type of multiple-choice 

question, but whereas in a written multiple-choice question where the question and the 

answer are written on a page, this type of multiple-choice question uses two modes – the 

mode of speech, as the test administrator says a word, and the mode of writing, as the test-

takers are expected to write the word spoken by the test administrator. This could 

potentially be a new genre of a test question, or a new genre of a classroom activity, for L2 

literacy students. 

For both versions, classroom instructors were told to tell their students to wait to 

complete this section of the test. It was asked that instructors say this as they handed out 

the tests, and it was recommended that instructors use the classroom document camera to 

show students which pages to not write on yet. For Test B, this listening section was placed 

at the end of the assessment so that students would work on the reading and writing part 

before they took the literacy listening section. This may have been problematic as some 

students may have written on this part as they completed the rest of the test, even though 

instructors told students to not write there. Additionally, since Test B was meant to align 

with the original assessment, Test A, this addition of a literacy listening section needed to 
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be at the end of the test instead of at the beginning to attempt to keep mostly the same test 

format in terms of content for purposes of comparison. 

Test C aimed to address the issue of students potentially writing on the listening 

section before they were not supposed to by administering the listening portion of the 

assessment first; that is, this version of the assessment was organized so that the listening 

pages were the first two pages of the assessment. 

First, I will discuss the textual analysis of the listening and recognition/selection 

design for both Test B and Test C, and then will discuss the participant writings in those 

designs. In the following discussion segment of this chapter, I will consider the listening 

and productive sections. 

Test B – Recognition. On this page, page 8 of Test B, students were being assessed 

on their ability to differentiate between initial (hung vs. sung vs. lung), medial and final 

(grass vs. great vs. green or rap vs. red vs. rock), final (mitt vs. miss vs. mill), and initial 

and medial (brother vs. mother vs. father) sounds (see Appendix B, p. 350: Test B, p. 8). 

Classroom instructors were instructed to say: “Circle sung,” “Circle great,” “Circle 

mill,” “Circle rock,” “Circle brother.” It was asked that instructors say the words at least 

two times (e.g., “Circle sung …. Circle sung”) before moving on to the next section. They 

were also asked to not say any other directions, and to not pantomime or provide any 

additional information. 

This page has a set of directions at the top; these directions are multimodal with a 

photograph, writing, and the left/right and top/down layout. I was investigating how 

participants would respond to a photograph of a man holding his hand next to his ear as if 

he is listening, to see if they made a connection between that and the words of the directions 
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“Listen to your teacher. Circle the answer.” I was also curious to see what students would 

do with the words on this page in the boxes, in particular to see whether they would listen 

to the teacher and circle just the one word the instructor said, or circle more than one word, 

or if they would write one or more words. In other words, how much scaffolding would 

students need in order to complete this multimodal task correctly? I was also interested in 

seeing if instructors might need to model the task first, potentially with an example that is 

not part of the test, or if the “examples” in the directions where the word circle was circled, 

and a man was listening would be sufficient models. 

 Each set of words is delineated by a bolded number, vertical spacing, and a box 

around the three words of the set. The words of each set are on two different horizontal 

planes; this was done to see how students would respond to the graphic device of the box 

as a means of visually grouping these different-planed words. There are no images with 

these words. 

Test C – Recognition. On Test C, students were also being assessed on their ability 

to differentiate between sounds. The words selected for this page were a mixture of 

commonly used and/or sight words (appointment vs. class vs. school; address vs. doctor 

vs. students; bread vs. tree vs. fruit; Tuesday vs. Friday vs. Thursday; and December vs. 

November vs. September), and phonics words (cup vs. cat vs. comb – medial and final 

sounds; and dad vs. sad vs. mad – initial sounds). 

Page 1 of Test C does not have directions written on the page and also does not 

have images as directions (see Appendix B, p. 352: Test C, p. 1). The removal of the text’s 

instructions was done to see how much directions on a page matter as compared to only 
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spoken directions by the teacher. This is markedly different from both Test A and Test B, 

which utilized (print) textual instructions. 

For Test C, classroom instructors were told to say, “Choose appointment,” “Choose 

address,” “Choose tree,” “Choose cup,” “Choose sad,” “Choose Thursday,” “Choose 

December.” The word choose was specifically used to see how students would respond; in 

particular whether they would check, circle, underline, or write the word, or if they would 

do whatever action they selected with more than one word. 

Of the seven sets of words on this page of Test C, four sets are accompanied by 

images. This design choice was made to determine how students responded to words with 

images versus words without images. Furthermore, of the words with images, two design 

layouts were tested. Item #1 and Item #2 have the words above the corresponding images, 

thus the word is the Ideal and the image is the Real. On the other hand, Item #4 and Item 

#5 have the words below the corresponding images, thus the image is the Ideal and the 

word is the Real. Conversely, Item #3, Item #6, and Item #7 do not have any images, but, 

unlike the words on Test B, the words here are situated horizontally on one line and do not 

have a graphic device such as box surrounding them. 

The images were carefully selected to assess a variety of things. For instance, the 

images accompanying the word appointment, school, and address was selected because of 

their contextualization in the local environment. The appointment card is a photograph of 

an actual appointment card from a local health center where many of the students go. The 

card is indexical because it points to an appointment that will be had in the near future, and 

it is both indexical and symbolic with the card representing an appointment. Likewise, the 

school image was selected because it is a sign of an elementary school that is very close to 
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one of the refugee program’s buildings, and because many of the program’s students’ 

children attend this school. The image is indexical because the sign itself is not a school, 

but points towards a school – specifically, Roberts Naylor School. Finally, the image of 

the address features a name that many students should recognize, a street where many 

students in the program live, and the city, state, and zip code where the students live. 

The images accompanying class and students were selected to show students who 

look like the students of the program, in particular students who may be from the African 

continent or who may be of Near or Middle Eastern descent. Both also have the possessive 

attributes of students sitting at desks in rows, and writing. It is unfortunate that both 

photographs show children or youth, and not adults as this test was made for students in an 

adult education program. Similarly, the images for doctor, dad, mad, and sad were also 

meant to be inclusive of different ethnicities and backgrounds, although a photograph of a 

Caucasian woman was also included in an attempt to have a balanced representation in this 

assessment. Two of the images also use possessive attributes to denote the identities of the 

represented participants – the doctor has the white coat, stethoscope, scale, and diploma, 

and the dad has the newborn child. 

The photographs selected have enough context for viewers to understand and place 

the images. For example, the cup image shows seven cups sitting on a table, and not just 

one cup floating in blank white space. Likewise, the cat image shows more than just a cat’s 

face; the whole body, plus the blanket the cat is sitting on provide context and recognizable 

details. Additionally, the image of the comb was used because it shows a person using the 

comb for hair, and there is enough of the comb visible to see it and to be able to recognize 

it. 
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Finally, the last point to discuss regarding the selected images is that the image 

accompanying sad was chosen because it is a close-up image of a crying child. This is in 

contrast to Test A which has a traumatic image of a boy being hit by a car on his bicycle. 

My intent was to not show something that may trigger past trauma to surface in the 

students. Thus, because young children cry for a variety of daily mundane reasons, this 

photo should not be traumatic unless a student ascribes some sort of trauma on to it.  

Listening – Production 

I now turn to the textual analysis of the listening and productive section of both Test B and 

Test C. 

Test B – Production. On this page, students were being assessed on their ability to 

hear sounds spoken by someone else, and then produce a written version of those sounds 

(see Appendix B, p. 351: Test B, p. 9). The sounds included four single consonants and 

one single vowel, and five single-syllable words. The consonants that were selected – b, g, 

t, f – were chosen because of their phonetic similarities with other consonants (b/p, g/j, t/d, 

f/v) and the difficulties that English language learners often have in distinguishing and 

(orally) producing them. Likewise, the consonant a was selected because many English 

language learners often confuse it with e. The single-syllable words that were chosen were 

sight words16 (i.e., not, the, is), or very commonly used words (i.e., mom, name). 

This page is divided into two sections via a dashed line. Much like the selection 

portion of this assessment, there is a set of directions at the top of the page. This set includes 

 
 
16 Sight words are the words that appear most frequently in reading and writing. Emergent readers – child 
and adult – are encouraged to learn them as a whole, “by sight,” so as to recognize them immediately and 
not spend time using literacy strategies to decode them. Most sight words do not follow spelling patterns 
and/or basic phonics patterns, and often are unable to be visually represented by the use of images. 
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both the man with his hand to his ear to the left of “Listen to your teacher” of the previous 

page, but also has a secondary set of directions that include a photograph of a hand writing 

letters on a page, and the words “Write the letter.” This secondary set is to the right of 

“Listen to your teacher.” Below the dashed line there is another set of directions that use 

the same images as what is above the dashed line and also uses the words “Listen to your 

teacher,” but replaces “Write the letter” with “Write the word.” Both sets of directions are 

intended to be read in left-right reading order, and it is intended for students to understand 

that they should first listen to their teacher, and then write the letter. Additionally, it is 

intended for students to understand that they should complete the top portion of the page 

before moving on to the bottom portion; this is denoted through the top/down layout, the 

dashed dividing line, and the sequential order of the numbers of the questions (Items #23–

32). 

The blank lines of the upper section (Items #23–27 [single letters]) are shorter than 

those of the blank lines in the lower section (Items #28–32 [single words]); this was done 

to determine if the length of the lines would give students a clue to what they should write 

should they be confused by the directions spoken aloud by the teacher. In other words, 

shorter blank lines require shorter written responses. These blank lines are graphic devices 

that index both where a student should write, and how a student should write; in this case, 

a short response on the line next to the number. Additionally, the written directions in these 

sections specified letter or word as an additional means of helping students recognize what 

they should write; an alternative version could have simply said “Write.” For the longer 

version to be helpful, however, students must be able to decode and comprehend the words 

letter and word. 
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In the upper section, instructors were told to say, “Write b,” “Write g,” “Write a,” 

“Write t,” and “Write f.” In the lower, “Write mom,” “Write not,” “Write the,” “Write 

name,” and “Write is.” Instructors were told to repeat the letters and words at least two 

times before moving on to the next letter or word. 

Test C – Production. The content of the second page of Test C is similar to the 

content of the eighth page of Test B in that it assesses students’ ability to produce a written 

record of sounds spoken by someone else. Like Test B, consonants and a vowel were 

assessed, as well as single-syllable words, but this assessment also includes two sentences. 

The single consonants were k, l, and y, because of the difficulties students have with 

distinguishing k/c, l/r, and y/i, and the single vowel was e because it is often confused with 

i. Like Test B, the single-syllable words on Test C were sight words – have and we – and 

commonly used words – girl and good. Finally, the sentences were composed of sight 

words, common words, and/or phrases often used in the English classes. 

Like the first page of this assessment, there are no written directions and no images 

as directions (see Appendix B, p. 353: Test C, p. 2) as one goal is to assess the usefulness 

of directions. Additionally, there are no dashed or dividing lines on this assessment version 

because their intended efficacy was also under analysis.  

Similar to Test B, Test C utilizes blank lines which the student is expected to write 

on for each answer. Here, however, the lines for the letters are shorter than they were on 

Test B. These lines were made shorter in an attempt to further distinguish between the three 

sets of lines on the page as there are no other dividing lines or dividing directions. The lines 

for the words are roughly the same length on Test C as they were on Test B. Also on Test 

C, in addition to asking students to write the letters and words they hear, there are two 
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nearly page-wide blank lines for students to write sentences. In all three instances, the 

purpose was to see how students responded to the length of the lines. Finally, in addition 

to the length of the lines, the different question types (i.e., letter, word, or sentence) were 

set off by large spaces in between the last and first of each type. This was done as means 

of exploring how students interact with and understand large blank spaces, especially when 

compared to the use of dividing lines that could have been alternatively used in those same 

spaces. 

For Items #8–11, instructors were told to say, “Write k,” “Write l,” “Write e,” 

“Write y;” for Items #12–15, “Write have,” “Write girl,” “Write good,” and “Write we;” 

and for Item #16 and Item #17, “Write The father has a son,” and “Write There are twelve 

people here today.” 

Multiple Choice 

The next test genre element to be examined is the multiple-choice question. As discussed 

in Chapter 4, multiple-choice questions at first glance appear to be simple, but in are fact 

quite complex. The original assessment, Test A, contained a question asking what time is 

shown on a clock (see Appendix B, p. 338: Test A, p. 2). 

Test B. For Test B, I retained the same basic task and content, that is, asking test-

takers to read a clock and then select the correct answer, but I made a number of changes 

in design to see how these changes would affect participant meaning-making and 

participant responses. Specifically I modified the directions, the type of image, and the 

layout of the multimodal question-and-answer ensemble (see Appendix B, p. 343: Test B, 

p. 1, focus on multiple-choice question, Item #6).  
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Item #6 [clock] is accompanied by a set of bolded directions that are above it and 

on the left side of the page, and it is below the dashed dividing line that runs the entire 

width of the page. This design utilizes bolding and the top/down and left/right layout to 

denote the importance of the directions, as well as the prescribed social semiotic meaning 

of a (dashed) line used to divide sections on a page. The directions specify that the test-

taker should circle the answer, which is shown both in the words used, but also by the 

graphic device of the circle circling the word circle in the written directions. The use of a 

graphic device here is different than the use of a narrative photograph as was utilized at the 

top of this page. The directions for this multiple-choice question are also different from the 

directions used on Test A where a clipart image of a checkmark was used. 

In addition to changing the directions, the layout of the question, image, and answer 

choices were also rearranged. In Test B, the question is on the left side of the page, the 

image is below the question and centered on the page, and the answer choices are also on 

the left side of the page, vertically arranged. This layout was done to see if students prefer 

to look at the image above and the answers below, or vice versa, and as a way of bringing 

the answer choices closer to the image as they were very far away from the image on Test 

A. 

A photograph of a clock was used to determine how students responded to that 

instead of a clipart image of a clock as was used on the original assessment, Test A. Test 

B’s image also has context with the clock being shown on a wall with books and pencils 

nearby, thus giving students the opportunity to contextualize it. Furthermore, this image 

was selected because it shows a time that is less ambiguous than what was shown on Test 

A.  
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The answer choices used in the redesign are also very different from one another 

with the hour choices being 10, 3, and 7, and the minute choices being 13, 50, or 40. The 

choice of 3:50, however was purposefully included to determine if students were confusing 

the hour hand and the minute hand, though that misreading would lead to the student 

searching for a possible 2:50 answer. Finally, the answers to this revised question are not 

in sentence form as they were on Test A, for example, “It’s six o’clock”, but are in 

numerical form, e.g., “10:13” and “3:50. Additionally, Test B’s answers have enough space 

around them for students to circle them. Finally, no blank lines were provided near the 

answer choices, which was done as an additional hint to the students that they should circle 

the answer and not write it in either numerical form or in word form in any of the blank 

space surrounding or near this question-and-answer ensemble. 

Test C. Three items from Test C are discussed here. The first is Item #21 [bus stop], 

which has the answers placed below the image, much like the composition of Test B’s Item 

#6 [clock] (see Appendix B, p. 354: Test C, p. 3, focus on multiple-choice question Item 

#21). One difference in the textual composition is that Test C Item #21 [bus stop] is the 

only multiple-choice question of all three test iterations that utilizes lower case letters to 

denote the different answer choices. This choice was made so that students could be asked 

in interviews how they made meaning from uppercase and lowercase letters, as seen in 

various examples on the tests.17 What is most important about Test C Item #21, however, 

is the use of the graphic device of the arrow pointing from the question to a specific area 

of the accompanying photo. This arrow is simultaneously symbolic and indexical as it 

 
 
17 Due to time restrictions during the interviews, however, most participants were not asked about these 
preferences, or their own meaning-making regarding uppercase and lowercase letters. 
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visually symbolizes a connection between two items, but is also indexical as it points from 

the word this to the bus stop pictured in the photograph. Similarly, as the word this has a 

deictic function, the arrow functions as an indexical, visual representation of this. My intent 

was to explore how students understood and interacted with this indexical symbol, which 

coincidentally also may appear as an indexical line meant for writing on. I was also curious 

to see if students could tell me during the interviews if they recognized what this symbol 

is – an arrow, and what they believed the arrow was pointing at (if they recognized that it 

was indeed pointing at something). I was interested in revealing how students may make 

meaning from any combination of the arrow, photograph, and provided answer choices; 

that is, if a student read the arrow, would they recognize it was pointing at something 

specific in the photo? If so, how would they understand that connection, and/or how would 

they relate it to the answer choices? For the students who may not recognize that the arrow 

was pointing at something very specific in the image, how would they select an answer? 

What other sorts of strategies might they use (particularly with reference to this location-

specific photograph) to answer this question? Finally, would participants believe the arrow 

was distracting or helpful? I intended for much of this to surface during the interviews, but 

I was also curious to see what sorts of productive writing participants would make with 

respect to this indexical symbol.  

The composition of Item #19 [phones] on Test C was also of interest. As discussed 

in the Test B iteration, I was investigating how to visually represent the idea of different 

types of phones, but on this iteration, I was also investigating different multiple-choice 

designs. On Item #19 of Test C, test-takers were expected to circle the image that 

corresponded with the words cell phone (see Appendix B, p. 353: Test C, p. 2, focus on 
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multiple-choice question Item #18). This is a different type of multiple-choice question 

than had been used throughout the other test versions of this study in that there are three 

image choices from which one must be selected that matches the provided word. This sort 

of design is used on standardized tests like CASAS; I surmise this design is due to an 

assumption that it is easier for students to select from images than it is from word choices, 

so I wanted to investigate this myself. How would students mark their selected answer? Or 

how or what would students write in response to this multimodal ensemble? Additionally, 

I was curious to know how test-takers may understand the different types of phones. I 

purposefully selected: 1) an office or institutional corded phone that is intended to be 

recognizable by the many phone lines or shortcuts on the right side of its face18; 2), a few 

different versions of smart phone (both Apple and Android); and 3) a cordless phone with 

caller ID and an answering machine. I hoped that by showing such different types of phone 

with distinct Possessive Attributes that it may be easier for students to select the correct 

answer. Finally, if the ideational content of these images was easy for students to 

understand, I may reconsider how I would arrange the design of the phone number question 

as asked on the form of Test B. 

The final multiple-choice question design under consideration from Test C is Item 

#23 [banana types] (see Appendix B, p. 355: Test C, p. 4, focus on multiple-choice question 

Item #23). In this composition, I was interested in two foci: 1) the extent to which various 

types of one fruit needs to be represented in an image, and 2) how test-takers might 

understand a layout with the multiple-choice answers above the image. To explore the first 

 
 
18 I am aware that this type of phone may not be recognized by students with varied life experiences. This 
recognition was part of what I was investigating. 
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area, I used a photograph of bananas that had a single banana, a partially peeled single 

banana, banana slices in a bowl, and a bunch of bananas. I was curious to know if it was 

helpful or even necessary for students to see an item in so many forms in a photograph in 

order to understand what it is. Additionally, I selected a photograph with background 

context in an attempt to determine if such context could help test-takers to mentally place 

an item, in this case the bananas are on a table. They are not on a blank background where 

they are in essence floating disembodied, like the cell phone images discussed above. 

Finally, regarding the layout, I was curious to see whether placing the multiple-choice 

answers above the image would help students to read the answer choices first (if they were 

reading in a top-down manner), and then to look at the image. I was also investigating if 

perhaps placing the answer choices above the image might help them to understand the 

genre element type of this question; that is, would they recognize that this is a multiple-

choice question, and that they are expected to select an answer, but not expected to write a 

word or phrase. In this way, this design was being tested to see if it helped to alleviate some 

of the onus of reading and understanding a task. Furthermore, this composition was also 

quite simple in terms of how the answer choices were organized when compared to other 

answer choices on Test A, B, and on Test C. Specifically, the answer choices of Item #23 

[banana types] do not contain letters that mark them as separate answer; instead these 

answers are marked by the horizontal space between them. My intent was to determine if 

the removal of extraneous written words, letters, and graphic devices would help emergent 

readers to focus on what was most important in the multimodal question-and-answer 

ensemble – the answer choices. 
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Fill-in-the-Blank 

Test B. For Test B I retained the same basic task and content from Test A, that is, 

asking test-takers to read an image of a bank, and then write the correct answer on a 

provided blank line. I used the same directions here for Item #15 [bank counter] as I had 

on the first page of this text: a photograph of a hand writing, and the bolded words “Write 

the answer” (see Appendix B, p. 348: Test B, p. 6, focus on fill-in-the-blank question Item 

#15). There is no separate written question such as “Where is he?” in this experimental 

version; instead, this question is implied and assumed by the use of the large photograph 

that is centered on the page, below the directions, and above a sentence that contains a 

blank line. It is expected that the test-taker will complete the sentence in the space indexed 

by the provided blank line. 

 Unlike Test A, which has a clipart image, Test B utilizes a photograph of a person 

at a bank. This photograph is a narrative transactional image. It was selected because it has 

possessive attributes that index the people in the image as being at a bank, in particular, the 

counter, the glass partition, the stacks of money, the money-counting machine in the 

background, and the deposit slips on the counter. It must be noted that the pilot study 

(Altherr Flores, 2017) piloted a similar type of photograph which also had the possessive 

attributes of a bank, but the bank teller’s face was easily seen in that photograph. In the 

pilot study, during interviews, participants had difficulties telling me where this was, 

because they focused on the woman and the cash and did not make the connection from 

that person and that object to a bank. For the experimental text used in this dissertation, 

Test B, the hope was that by selecting a photograph with more emphasis on money being 
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passed from person to person and less emphasis on the person doing the passing that test-

takers would be able to recognize the place where this transaction was occurring.  

 Finally, another type of dividing line was used here to visually separate the 

questions on the page. In contrast to the thin, dashed line on the first page of Test B, this 

line is a thick, non-broken line. Like all the dividing lines utilized on these assessments, 

test-takers are not meant to write on this line. My goal for including various designs of 

dividing lines was to explore if the weight of the lines made a difference in how participants 

understood them, and in turn responded to them. That is, would participants be more likely 

to write on (or not write on) a dashed line or a solid line? Was a thick solid line more 

evidently different from a think indexical line used in a fill-in-the-blank question or a short 

free write, or is it the length of the dividing line that is more important than the thickness? 

Or do participants not even recognize a difference among these various types of lines? 

Test C. The fill-in-the-blanks on Test C differed from those on Test A and Test B 

in the ideational content and in the textual design (see Appendix B, p. 356: Test C, p. 5, 

focus on fill-in-the-blank questions Item #25 and Item #26). Item #25 [girl] has a sentence 

with a blank above the image that this sentence is in reference to. In contrast, Item #26 

[boy] has a sentence and blank below its image. My concern here was to determine if there 

was a difference in meaning-making with regards to where the sentence and blank were in 

relation to the image, and also if participants noted a preference for this placement. Like 

with the variations in design of the multiple-choice questions, I was curious to know if a 

particular layout of fill-in-the-blank was most helpful for students to understand how they 

were expected to respond, but also to assist them with the type of content they were 

expected to respond with. Additionally, both Item #25 [girl] and Item #26 [boy] were 
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selected in an attempt to be more inclusive of the student population who is taking these 

assessments. The little girl appears to be of African descent, and the little boy appears to 

be of northern African or Middle or Near Eastern descent. Finally, these particular images 

were chosen because they are demand images (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 118), that 

is, they each have a strong interpersonal metafunction which is a means of drawing the 

viewer into the photo. I was exploring how participants would respond to such close 

depictions of relationships. 

Short Free Write 

The next test genre element type examined is the short free write. The original assessment, 

Test A, had a question that asked test-takers to write three sentences about a picture (see 

Appendix B, p. 341: Test A, p. 5). In this textual analysis, I discuss two trial questions of 

this original question. The content of the first trial question, from Test B, was also a doctor 

and a patient; the content of the second trial question, from Test C, however, was of a 

family drinking or preparing tea. 

Test B. This iteration of the short free-write question, Item #17, utilized a 

photograph of a doctor and a patient (see Appendix B, p. 349: Test B, p. 7, focus on short 

free write Item #17). The question uses the same image in the directions as was used on 

pages 1 and 6 of Test B as a means of maintaining consistency throughout the assessment. 

Whenever test-takers were asked to write words or letters, this image of a hand writing was 

used. The directions are italicized, bolded, and underlined, and they say, “Write three 

sentences about the picture below.” The directions are above the image, and the space for 

writing about the image is below the image. Seven blank lines are used to indicate where 

students should write about the image; thus, they are indexical. The image is centered on 
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the page, and is about half the page in height. This question and answer ensemble was laid 

out in this way because it follows the grammar of visual design where the question and the 

photo are the Ideal, and the blank space where the test-taker should write is the Real. Thus, 

this layout also indexes that the test-taker should first read the question and image, and that 

their written response should be in reference to what is above it.  

The (Test B) photograph is intended to mimic the clipart image of Item #25 

[hospital] of Test A. Utilizing the grammar of visual design, this narrative transactional 

and reactional image can be read as “the doctor looks at the girl who looks back at her.” 

The possessive attributes of the stethoscope, white coat, and pens in the coat pocket tell the 

viewer that this woman is a doctor. Like Test A, the child has a bear, and is lying on a bed. 

The possessive attributes of the teddy bear, wrist band, and bed denote that the girl is a 

patient in the hospital. While there were similar such attributes in the original assessment’s 

image, the blurriness of Test A’s image, and the nature of clipart in general, may have 

made them difficult for viewers to see/read. In this iteration, Test B, it was my goal for 

these possessive attributes to be clearer in this photograph, with the intent that they would 

make it easier for test-takers to discern that the people represented in the image were in a 

hospital setting. I also selected an image of two people that were ethnically diverse as a 

means of making this assessment more inclusive, and potentially more appealing to test-

takers. 

Test C. On this experimental text, in Item #30 I included an image of members of 

an extended family, or a group of friends, drinking and preparing tea (see Appendix B, p. 

358: Test C, p. 7, focus on short free write Item #30). Much like the rest of Test C, there 

are no written or visual directions associated with this question as part of what I was 
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investigating was how useful written directions are for test-takers. Again, like the other 

trial short free-write question on Test B, this layout also makes use of the Ideal and Real 

conventions of reading from the top to the bottom, with the question, in this case the image, 

being at the top and the answer being at the bottom. There are only three blank lines below 

this image; these lines are indexical, indicating the place where test-takers should write, 

but they are also indexical of how much writing should be done by the test-takers. The 

expectation is that test-takers will either write one sentence or phrase for each line, or that 

they would write enough to fill the provided lines. This layout of the lines is in opposition 

to other trial questions on Test C such as Item #31 [woman with box], which puts the blank 

lines to the right of the image. Finally, like other parts of Test C, there is no dividing line 

separating this question and answer ensemble from the question and answer ensemble 

below it on the page. 

This photograph was selected because it contains people who look like they could 

be students in the Refugee Education Program; that is, the people in this image appear to 

be from a North African or Near/Middle Eastern background with their clothing, the rug 

they are sitting on, and the manner in which they are preparing tea. To my knowledge, 

these are not students of the program. Other images on this experimental text did have 

students from the program; in particular the images in Item #29 [women reading] and Item 

#31 [woman with box]. I used these images because I was curious to know if students 

preferred images with people they know from the program, images with people who look 

like they could be in the program or could be from the test-takers’ home countries, or 

images with people from any part of the world. I was also interested in seeing if there would 

be a difference in how many students wrote written responses for images with students 
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from their classes versus images with students who look like they could be in their classes, 

or if there would be a difference in what students wrote about these different types of 

images – specifically if they would use names, if the responses would be general, and so 

forth. Additionally, I wanted to see how participants would respond to an image that was 

not of an emergency or potentially life-threatening situation, e.g., a child in a hospital 

setting; thus, I selected this image of a family or group of friends drinking tea. Finally, the 

photograph used in Item #30 [tea] was chosen because it contains a common tea-pouring 

activity which would be easy for many test-takers to recognize and write about, particularly 

those students from Afghanistan, Chad, Eritrea, Iraq, Somalia, Sudan, and Syria. For test-

takers who may not be familiar with the custom of pouring tea this way, the photograph 

still contains other recognizable elements that they could write about, e.g., there are two 

men, there is a boy, they all sit on a rug, they are outside, one man pours a drink, etc. 

Extended Free Write 

The final genre element of the test under consideration in this study is the extended free 

write.  

Test B. For Test B Item #16, I retained the same basic task of writing a letter as 

was used in Test A (see Appendix B, p. 342: Test A, p. 6). I included the same photograph 

of the hand writing next to the directions that I used with other test questions on Test B, 

and revised the content of the question. In Test B Item #16 instead of writing a letter to a 

landlord about late rent, test-takers are asked to write a letter to their teacher, explaining 

why they missed class (see Appendix B, p. 348: Test B, p. 6, focus on extended free write 

Item #16). This is an authentic experience many students may have, and while it could be 

construed as negative like the late rent experience in the original assessment, the question 
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allows the students space to explain if they missed class for a positive reason (attending 

parent-teacher conferences, babysitting a child, visiting out-of-town family members, 

attending a religious holiday or family event, etc.). In this way, this task removes implied 

blame, misbehavior, or irresponsibility. Additionally, the authenticity of this letter is also 

supported by the fact that many students in the Refugee Education Program live in the same 

apartment complexes and could send this letter to their teacher with a classmate.  

 Finally, regarding the composition of this question, it is important to remember that 

there is not a visual cue associated with the question; the image of the hand writing refers 

to what the test-taker should do (write), but not to the past pretend action of the student 

missing class. This question therefore fully relies on reading comprehension. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed the design of the experimental assessments used in this study. 

The use of various genre elements of the genre of test were examined in this metafunction 

analysis, as were variations of multimodal components used. Each test genre element was 

carefully and purposefully designed to try these different variations. It must be noted that 

these experimental tests were experimental, and sometimes used elements and components 

that the researcher recognizes as potentially not be appropriate for this population. They, 

however, provided insight into the population at hand’s meaning-making processes, as 

discussed in Chapters 6 and 7. In these following chapters, participants’ productive writing 

are examined, as well as their self-articulated processes of interpretation. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE SEMIOTICS OF WRITING: HOW ADULT L2 LEARNERS WITH 

EMERGING LITERACY MAKE MEANING IN MULTIMODAL ASSESSMENT 

TEXTS WITH VARYING DESIGNS AND COMPOSITIONS 

 
Introduction 

This chapter considers how adult L2 learners with emerging literacy use writing to make 

meaning in assessment texts. The study investigated the writings students produced on the 

original assessment, and the two experimental versions. In particular, it explored how their 

meaning-making processes and production changed in response to the purposeful, 

intentional design choices made by the researcher in the design and composition of the two 

experimental versions of assessments as compared to their responses on the original 

version of the assessment.  

The study’s results shed light on how this population understands the visual code 

that Kress and van Leeuwen term “Western” (although this term implies a binary between 

cultures, which is problematic for a number of reasons [see Forceville, 1999]), and how 

they respond to this semiotic code in writing. Furthermore, the dialogic nature of writing 

as meaning-making is explored because students use writing to respond to tasks on 

language and literacy assessments; their writing also revealed their understanding of the 

purpose of writing on assessments. While knowledge of this population’s meaning-making 

is crucial for not only designing assessments, but particularly for understanding and 

evaluating the writings they produce on such assessments, the study’s results also raise 

questions about naturalized assumptions and ideologies of assessment design and writing 
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evaluation for L2 learners who are not emergent writers. The semiotics of writing, through 

the lens of meaning-making, are uncovered in this research. 

Building on the prior scholarship discussed in Chapter 2, this study examined 

meaning-making through writing in language and literacy assessments from a social 

semiotic perspective (Kress, 2010; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). The overarching 

questions that guided this study lie in two areas: revealing practitioner-based ideologies 

and assumptions of multimodal design for adult L2 learners with emerging literacy, and in 

turn examining how this population makes meaning from multimodal assessments. Their 

meaning-making is considered locally – how they respond to the test as a text – as well as 

in regards to their perceptions of the wider uses of tests.  

In this chapter I ask the following questions: 

1) How do adult L2 learners with emerging literacy make meaning in 
multimodal assessment texts?  
 

2) What does their writing reveal about their perceptive meaning-
making processes?  
 

3) How do they make meaning through their productive acts of 
writing? 

 

Theoretical Framework and Methodology 

To answer these research questions, I analyzed how participants interacted with the three 

test versions, and the kinds of writing they produced on each version. Following 

Pennycook’s (2001) assertion that “Texts do not mean until they are interpreted ... [and 

that] what we need to do is actually investigate how texts are read, to engage with the 

production and reception of texts” (p. 98), the analysis considered not only what the 

participants wrote, but the manner in which they wrote it, and also what they did not write. 
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For this analysis, I utilized a critical multimodal social semiotic approach (Kress, 2010; 

Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Pennycook, 2001) to examine multimodal genre elements 

and components, and multimodal composition, as well as to consider the dialogic nature of 

both assessment and writing (Bakhtin, 1981, 1987; Kress, 1994).  

The theoretical framework of critical multimodal social semiotics (Fairclough, 

1995; Kress, 2010; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Pennycook, 2001) guided the design of 

this study. Generally speaking, a multimodal perspective approaches representation, 

communication, and interaction as more than language (Jewitt, 2009; Kress, 2010), and 

treats the choice of mode as significant. Modes are the socially shaped and culturally given 

resources for making meaning (Bezemer & Kress, 2008; Kress, 2010, 2011). I approach 

the research questions posed above by considering the intentions and beliefs that are carried 

in semiotic resources (Halliday, 1978, 1985; Hodge & Kress, 1988; Kress, 2010; Kress & 

van Leeuwen, 2006; van Leeuwen, 2005). By means of such a semiotic approach, 

assessment texts can be critically examined to consider the multimodal elements and 

components, and the assumptions made by the text designers can be hypothesized. 

Additionally, within this approach, the writing done by students on assessment texts can 

be analyzed, as this writing is also embedded in the wider semiotic frame within the social 

context.  

 Three sets of assessment texts were used for this study. The first is the original 

assessment text, Test A, which, due to institutional constraints (financial, materials, 

assessment and evaluation expertise, etc.), has been used over the years for all students of 

the program in all levels (see Chapter 4 for the critical analysis). The next two texts are the 
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experimental assessments: Test B and Test C that were created for this study (see Chapter 

5 for the critical analysis and reflection concerning their design). 

Participants  

53 students from the literacy-level class participated in this research. Participation was 

voluntary. Not all participants completed all three versions of the assessments: 38 took the 

original assessment, Test A; 33 took the first experimental assessment, Test B; and 43 took 

the second experimental assessment, Test C. Table 4 displays the breakdown of the 

literacy-level participants who completed the assessment versions.  

 
Table 4. Number of Participants Who Completed Each Version of the Assessments. 

 Test A Test B Test C 
Literacy level 38 33 43 

 

Participant ages ranged from 18–84; both men and women participated. Each 

participant was given a pseudonym. Participants’ countries of origin reflected the student 

enrollment of the program: Afghanistan, Bhutan, Burundi, Central African Republic, Chad, 

Cuba, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Iraq, Somalia, Sudan, Syria. 

Further demographic data (e.g., language(s), country of origin, age, etc.) on specific 

individual participants was not gathered as the aim of this study was to gain a more holistic 

view of the population of this class, however, future research will consider a smaller group 

of participants, one where such information could be gathered.  

Data Collection 

Data for this portion of the dissertation was collected in four iterative phases. In Phases 1–

3, each of the assessment test versions was administered to participants over three 
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consecutive days during class time. Participants who may have missed a day of the study 

did not make up the assessment they missed, but instead took the same assessment as their 

peers took that day. Thus, not all participants completed all three versions of the 

assessments. In Phase 4, participant artifacts19 from each of the three assessments were 

subjected to a critical multimodal social semiotic analysis based on systemic functional 

linguistics (Halliday, 1978, 1985; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). Data analysis for the 

assessment texts and the participant artifacts was organized according to the different types 

of test question that appeared in all three versions: form, multiple choice, fill-in-the blank, 

short free write, and extended free write within the genre of the test. For each of the genre 

elements, the researcher examined the manner in which participants responded: for 

example, by circling an answer, writing a word, checking an answer, writing on or near an 

image, etc. The researcher also examined the content of the response: for example, whether 

the content of the answer was what was expected or not. This enabled the researcher to 

determine whether participants were responding with the expected answer but in an 

unexpected manner; or they were responding in the expected manner but with unexpected 

content; or they were responding with the expected content and manner, or none of these.  

 The following section focuses on participants’ written responses to the multiple-

choice, fill-in-the-blank, short free-write, and the extended free-write parts of the tests. 

While short free write and extended free write may be the types of writing that are most 

recognizable to educators as writing, the intent of this research is also, by studying 

 
 
19 For this research, “participant artifacts” are each test version completed by a student. Completion 
includes, for example, students who did not write anything on the test, students who wrote answers for only 
a few questions or on only a few pages, and students who answered many, if not all questions. Thus 
“completion” does not entail responding to all or some tasks on the test, but interacting with the test in any 
way. 
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multiple-choice and fill-in-the-blank questions and participant responses to them as well, 

to broaden the perspective of what writing is and what literacy is. These may not generally 

be considered writing in the sense of longer pieces of writing, but adult second language 

learners with emerging literacy are becoming literate in all forms of writing, which includes 

writing check marks or Xs in boxes for multiple-choice questions, as well as writing words 

or phrases in a blank to complete a provided sentence. Similarly, adult second language 

learners who have experienced interruptions in their formal education are also learning new 

ways of writing. All instances – multiple-choice, fill-in-the-blank, short free write, and 

extended free write – involve making meaning, and producing some sort of writing in 

response to a question. Knowledge of the ways in which adult L2 learners with emerging 

literacy choose to respond, and the questions or prompts that they choose to respond to on 

an assessment, also have implications for our knowledge of the meaning-making processes 

of L2 writers who do not have emerging literacy. Establishing this knowledge can be 

beneficial for reflecting critically on materials design, assessment and task prompts, and 

other means of communication with L2 writers, and can highlight the creative ways that 

L2 writers make meaning and use writing for communication.  

 

Findings 

The findings are organized by the four question types (multiple-choice, fill-in-the-blank, 

short free write, extended free write). For each question type, there is a presentation of 

general themes in responses from the participants, with a focus on noteworthy responses 

that give insight into both how this population makes meaning of multimodal texts, and 

how this population makes meaning through their writing.  
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In general, participant responses fall into four categories:  

1) No writing;  
2) Writing in the expected manner, but with unexpected content; or  
3) Writing the expected content, but in an unexpected manner.  
4) Writing the expected content in the expected manner. 
 

 Occasionally a participant would write the expected content in the expected 

manner, and also simultaneously write unexpected content and/or write in an unexpected 

manner, which effectively negated their expected content and/or expected manner of 

response. These were coded as expected content and expected manner and simultaneous 

additional unexpected content and/or manner. Each of the four categories above has a 

further specification for each type of question; that is, what the expected content looks like 

for a specific multiple-choice question in comparison to what it looks like for a fill-in-the-

blank question, etc.  

 Examples of expected manner, but unexpected content include: selecting more than 

one of the boxes of a multiple-choice question; circling all the words in an answer, or in 

the directions, but not circling one answer choice in the answer; scribbling on the lines; 

writing indecipherable and/or non-English words on the lines; writing a single letter rather 

than a word on a line; copying words from the test on the lines; writing words that are of a 

different ideational content than was expected; etc. Examples of expected content, but in 

an unexpected manner include: writing the expected answer on a page’s dividing line but 

not selecting an answer from provided answer choices; writing the expected content for a 

question not on the provided line, but in a box not associated with that specific question; 

writing near an image, but not on the provided lines, and/or not writing enough to fully 

complete the task of the question.  
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 With these categorizations in mind, the multiple-choice type of test question is first 

examined, followed by the fill-in-the-blank, short free-write, and extended free-write types 

of test question.  

Multiple Choice 

While numerous styles of composition for multiple-choice questions were utilized in all 

three tests, as noted in Chapters 4 and 5, this analysis covers only two examples20: one 

from Test A, and one from Test B. The following analysis presents the designs from these 

two versions, and the participant responses to each. The analysis is centered on how 

participants understood the graphic devices, ideational content of the images, and the 

multimodal composition, and in turn how they responded to this genre element and these 

components. 

Original assessment – Test A.  

Textual Analysis 

 As discussed in Chapter 4, Test A included a multiple-choice question, Item #11, 

asking what time was shown on a clock, (see Appendix B, p. 338: Test A, p. 2), which was 

accompanied by a set of directions with a clipart image and bolded words, and a set of thin 

double, dashed lines under the question-and-answer ensemble. The question-and-answer 

ensemble also has bolded words, as well as a clipart image in the question portion and 

boxes in the answer section.  

 

 
 
20 Only two examples were chosen for analysis and discussion in this chapter due to length constraints. The 
two examples that were selected were a question from Test A and a question from Test B that both asked 
similar content – “What time is it?”. The analysis therefore focuses on how the changes in design affected 
participant meaning-making regarding two questions that have the same content. 
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Artifact Analysis 

 This analysis focuses on how participants understood the multimodal cues, 

specifically the cues of 1) the checkmark, which visually hints at the expected manner of 

response, 2) the boxes, which hint at the location for this expected manner of response, 3) 

the clock, which hints at the expected content of the response, and 4) the answers, which 

also hint at the expected content of the response. The themes of the 38 participants’ written 

responses are shown in Table 5 and examples of these written responses are demonstrated 

by Figures 4–14. 

 
Table 5. Participant Written Responses to Test A Item #11 [time]. 

Participant Writing Number of Participants (n = 38) 
No writing 11 participants = 29% 
Writing indecipherable words or marks 4 participants = 11% 
Copying components 3 participants = 8% 
Writing something related to time in numerical form 
not in the box(es) 

3 participants = 8% 

Writing some sort of mark(s) or writing in the box(es) 6 participants = 16% 
Writing something related to time in numerical form 
and making mark(s) in the box(es) 

7 participants = 18%  

Checking the 7:30 box 4 participants = 11% 
 
 
 The results show that 29% of participants did not write anything at all for this 

multiple-choice question. 11% of participants wrote only indecipherable words or marks; 

these writings and/or marks were not in the boxes. 8% copied components from the 

question-and-answer ensemble and did not write in the boxes. These categorizations 

indicate both unexpected manner of response and unexpected content. Figure 4 illustrates 

an example of copied components. 
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Figure 4. Clement’s written response to multiple-choice Item #11 on Test A. 
 
 
 As seen in Figure 4, Clement made two attempts at copying the clock. This is a 

different type of copying than was seen on Keza’s and Didi’s artifacts (not shown) where 

they copied the words of the question, but not the image. Clement’s writing is so detailed 

that he copied even the hour and minute hands of the clock. His copying was done in the 

somewhat large blank space to the right of the image, and no writing was done in the boxes 

of the answer choices. Furthermore, in addition to this writing, Clement wrote a string of 

numbers under the dividing line. Like the image of the clock, this writing also appeared to 

be another attempt to fill in some of the blank space, and it was written under a blank line 

that this participant appears to interpret as indexical of a space which needed writing in it. 

Clement’s writing demonstrates that he not only did not understand the genre of the 

multiple-choice question, but also did not understand the components used in that genre 

such as dividing lines, blank spaces, layout, and boxes. As noted above, his response is 

therefore categorized as both unexpected content and unexpected manner. 

 In contrast to the copying and not writing in the boxes, another 8% of participants 

wrote something related to time in numerical form, and also did not make any sort of marks 

in the indexical boxes, as seen in Figure 5 and Figure 6.  
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Figure 5. Waris’s written response to multiple-choice Item #11 on Test A. 
 
 

 
Figure 6. Felicien’s written response to multiple-choice Item #11 on Test A. 
 
 
 Waris wrote “6:” and “8:” on the dividing line under the image of the clock as 

shown in Figure 5. This answer is significant because Waris’ class is from 6:00–8:00 p.m., 

thus her response intimates that she understood the clock was on the page to indicate that 

she should write the time she has class. This shows her understanding of the clock as a 

signifier of literal time, specifically a signifier referencing the time when she was in a 

particular place, taking this particular assessment, but not as a signifier of hypothetical time 

for how to respond to a specific question asked on this page. This is unexpected manner 

and unexpected content. Felicien, on the other hand, as demonstrated in Figure 6, also did 

not make any marks in the boxes, and wrote a response that concerned time, which is also 

an unexpected manner of response; however, because he wrote “19H30,” the content of his 

response could be considered expected as he wrote it in the 24-hour format used in his 

home country of Central African Republic. This illuminates how his prior literacy 

experience is intersecting with current literacy practices. His response also indicates that 

while he read the image and understood a response concerning the time of the clock was 



193 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

expected of him, he did not make a connection between the image and the choice of 

answers provided. Finally, his writing demonstrates his understanding of the clock as 

indexing hypothetical time. 

 In contrast to the participants who did not write in boxes, 16% of respondents wrote 

some sort of response in the boxes, thus indicating knowledge and comprehension of the 

indexical nature of the boxes; consider Figures 7–9. 

 

 
Figure 7. Himbirti’s written response to multiple-choice Item #11 on Test A. 
 
 

 
Figure 8. Farida’s written response to multiple-choice Item #11 on Test A. 
 
 

 
Figure 9. Runihura’s written response to multiple-choice Item #11 on Test A. 
 
 
 These responses varied from writing the numerical times of the written words in 

the boxes as Himbirti did as seen in Figure 7, to writing the time of their class in the boxes 

such as Farida did as demonstrated in Figure 8, to checking more than one answer box such 

as Runihura did as seen in Figure 9. Himbirti’s response contrasts to Felicien’s as Himbirti 

read the written times of the answers and wrote those in number format in the boxes, but 

did not appear to connect these times to the image of the clock except to think that the clock 
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was signifying or indexing the idea of time in general; this is unexpected content and 

unexpected manner. Himbirti’s response evidences a recognition of hypothetical time in 

the answer choices, but no recognition of hypothetical time in the question. 

 Farida’s response of her class time was similar to Waris’s – both responded with 

literal time – but Farida recognized the intended indexicality of the boxes. Thus, while 

Farida’s response is also unexpected content and unexpected manner, it is a different type 

of unexpected content and manner because Waris wrote on the dividing lines, and Farida 

wrote in the boxes. These examples illuminate the various ways that test-takers can produce 

similar content in different manners. Likewise, Runihura, also recognized the indexicality 

of the boxes and the indexical symbol of the accompanying clipart checkmark, but he 

selected more than one answer; while he responded in the expected manner, his two 

answers were therefore unexpected content. Runihura’s writing does not evidence literal or 

hypothetical time, but instead an interaction with a provided indexical symbol and 

indexical boxes. 

 The largest percentage, 18%, of participants who wrote a response to this question 

fall into the category of writing and/or making a mark in one or more boxes, and also 

writing something related to time in numerical form. Figures 10–14 demonstrate this 

twofold manner of response. 

 

 
Figure 10. Florence’s written response to multiple-choice Item #11 on Test A. 
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Figure 11. Saare’s written response to multiple-choice Item #11 on Test A. 
 
 

 
Figure 12. Fadhil’s written response to multiple-choice Item #11 on Test A. 
 
 

 
Figure 13. Sepideh’s written response to multiple-choice Item #11 on Test A. 
 
 

 
Figure 14. Mukamutara’s written response to multiple-choice Item #11 on Test A. 
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 Florence, as seen in Figure 10, also wrote a number in the boxes like Himbirti and 

Farida did, but Florence wrote the number “6” in each of the boxes; in addition to this, 

Florence wrote the time “7:30” to the right of the question. Florence’s class took place at 

6 p.m., so it is likely that these responses of “6” in the boxes are similar to Waris’s and 

Farida’s responses which noted the time of class. Here, the written “6”s in the boxes 

indicate literal time. Yet because Florence also wrote the expected time – the hypothetical 

time [i.e., the correct answer] – like Felicien did, this response is different and interesting. 

It indicates a lack of connection between the content and layout of the question as well as 

the content and layout of the answer choices, but a recognition of the expected content of 

the response on the part of the test taker. It also demonstrates a double interpretation of the 

clock as a signifier of time in general and specifically for the time when the activity of the 

test-taking occurred. This is a recognition of both absolute and relative temporal deixis, 

which is quite sophisticated cognitively and in terms of literacy.  

 Saare, as shown in Figure 11, responded by checking all three boxes and thereby 

inadvertently selecting the correct answer choice much like Runihura did, but like other 

participants, Saare also interpreted the clock as a signifier of his class time and/or his test-

taking activity as he wrote 8:30–10:30 (literal time) on the dividing line. Fadhil also 

checked all three boxes, but in contrast to Saare, Fadhil wrote the expected answer time 

(hypothetical time) on the dividing line as demonstrated in Figure 12. Sepideh also wrote 

the correct answer (hypothetical time) below the clock as seen in Figure 13, but Xed the 

box for It’s six o’clock.21 The examples discussed here demonstrate participants either 

 
 
21 Unlike Farida and Florence who either selected the box that corresponded to the start time of their class 
(6:00 p.m.) or wrote the start time of their class (6:00 p.m.) in the box next to “It’s six o’clock,” Sepideh 
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providing the expected content (which would be an answer of “7:30”), but in an unexpected 

manner (by not checking the box), or writing in the expected manner but selecting 

unexpected content, or sometimes producing the expected content in the expected manner 

and simultaneously adding additional unexpected writing.  

 Finally, Mukamutara not only wrote “8,” “9,” and “10” in the answer choices boxes, 

but also drew a clock using the page’s dividing lines as a reference point as demonstrated 

in Figure 14. This composition is noteworthy because the clock face has the “8,” “9,” and 

“10” at the top of it, in the same order that she wrote the numbers in the boxes. Such an 

organization is not typical of a standard clock, but the participant’s arrangement of the 

numbers follows a sequential order going in a clockwise direction. This unconventional 

clock is thus very different from Clement’s previously discussed clock which was written 

as a copy of what was provided on the page. While Clement’s response is one of copying 

and filling in blank spaces, Mukamutara’s clock references the idea of time in a larger 

space on the page. It also uses the multimodal elements of the page in new and interesting 

ways for its composition. It is striking that Mukamutara did not write any sort of responses 

for the other questions on this page, thus evidencing that her attention was drawn to the 

clock and the dividing lines of this page, and not to the other words on the page, such as 

the questions and answers of Item #12 and Item #13. It could further demonstrate her choice 

to respond to that question, and not to the others, as well as her choice of how to respond. 

Like Clement, Mukamutara’s writing evidences that she did not understand the genre of 

the multiple-choice question, the components used in that genre such as dividing lines, 

 
 
was enrolled in a class which started at 10:30 a.m. Her selection of “It’s six o’clock” thus is not for similar 
reasons as Farida and Florence. 
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blank spaces, layout, and boxes, but, unlike Clement, there is a recognition of the idea of 

time, and the notion that some sort of writing should be done in the blank boxes. 

Mukamutara’s writing is also unexpected content and unexpected manner, but it is a 

different and noteworthy sort of these categorizations when compared to other participant 

writings.  

 The wide variation in written responses for this multiple-choice question is 

significant as it illuminates the various ways in which participants interpret and respond to 

the multimodal composition of this test genre element. Among all the written responses, 

there exists a tension between answering in the correct manner and answering with the 

correct content, but there also seems to be some sense of requirement or necessity to engage 

as participants interact with and respond to the questions. For some participants, the clipart 

image of the clock was indexical, referencing the idea of time, as opposed to being an 

integral part of the question, while for others, the clipart clock was understood as part of 

the question, but the manner in which to respond was interpreted differently. For others the 

clock was both symbolic and indexical – referencing the notion of time and pointing to a 

literal or hypothetical time – and an integral part of the question-and-answer ensemble, 

though manners of response varied among the participants. Additionally, the participants 

who responded with their class times (literal time) were also demonstrating a use of the 

restricted code (Bernstein, 1971) as only a reader who is part of the class or part of a 

restricted group may have an inkling for understanding why such times were written. 
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Experimental assessment – Test B.  

Textual Analysis 

 The item under consideration in Test B is Item #6 (see Appendix B, p. 343: Test B, 

p. 1). As discussed in Chapter 5, this question-and-answer ensemble is positioned under a 

set of directions with bolded, italicized words and an exemplary circular graphic device, 

which in turn was placed under a dashed dividing line. The image in the question is a 

photograph of a clock that is centered on the page, and the answer choices are listed 

vertically, on the left, below the image. A similar sort of ideational content in the image 

was utilized here to mimic the ideational content of this question on Test A, namely telling 

time. 

Artifact Analysis 

 The following analysis focuses on how participants’ written responses may have 

changed, or did change in response to the design of multiple-choice question Item #6 on 

Test B. The themes of the 33 participants’ responses are shown in Table 6.  

 

Table 6. Participant Written Responses to Test B Item #6 [clock]. 

Participant Writing Number of Participants (n = 33) 
No writing 7 participants = 21% 
Copying words (from directions, questions, and 
answers) 

5 participants = 15% 

Writing something related to time, but not selecting an 
answer from the provided choices 

4 participants = 12% 

Writing the expected answer, but not selecting an 
answer from the choices 

1 participant = 3% 

Circling words in the directions and/or question, but 
not circling an answer choice 

1 participant = 3% 

Checking the expected answer 3 participants = 9% 
Writing a circle, checkmark, or a number, and also 
circling the expected answer  

3 participants = 9% 

Circling “A”, “A. 10:13”, or “10:13” 9 participants = 27% 
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 21% of the respondents continued to not write for this item; this is a lower 

percentage than on Test A, suggesting perhaps that students were more certain of how or 

what to respond with on this version than on the previous. 15%, however, continued to 

copy various words from the directions, questions, and answer as seen in Figure 15. 

 

 
Figure 15. Hajira’s written response to multiple-choice Item #6 on Test B. 

 

 Hajira’s writing, where she did not write the word Circle, evidences that she either 

did not see the word within the circle because of the circle and therefore did not copy it, or 

that she recognized that the circle around the word set it off from the other words in the 

directions, thereby making it somehow different. The significance of the difference that 

she recognized, however, was not understood by her as she did not copy to word within the 

circle. Her writing demonstrates that the multimodal elements are not as important for these 

students as is teaching them how to respond to this type of task on an assessment, and 

perhaps how to respond on an assessment in general. That is, these participants may need 

explicit instruction in learning that this type of assessment is not assessing their 

handwriting proficiency and attention to copying detail, but how they read, understand, and 

respond to questions, inclusive of all the multimodal components used within them. It is, 

in other words, a specific type of literacy that needs to be taught. 

 12% also continued to write something about time, again indicating their 

understanding of the clock as a signifier of time. Both Waris (not pictured) and Ngoga (not 
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pictured), for example, still wrote the time of their respective classes, but did not make a 

selection from the provided answer choices. These responses are thus unexpected manner 

and unexpected content.  

 In  contrast  to  the  students  who  wrote  something  related  to  time,  Sepideh  wrote  

“10 12” to the left of the image, wrote “10” and “1” on the clock face, and wrote “1” and 

“120” to the right of the clock, but erased part of this writing. She did not select an answer 

from the provided choices, as shown in Figure 16. This demonstrates that she understood 

how to read the question and its associated image, but did not make a connection between 

that image and the words below the image, nor did she connect the graphic circular device 

with the question-and-answer ensemble. Her additional writing on the clock face, to the 

right of the clock, and to the left of the image also indicate an uncertainty of where to 

respond. Her response is thus unexpected manner, and expected content.   

 

  
Figure 16. Sepideh’s written response to multiple-choice Item #6 on Test B. 
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 Conversely, while Saare understood the circle in the directions, he understood it as 

exemplifying what manner of response he should write. Thus the circles he drew, shown 

in Figure 17, are the expected manner, but because he circled the, answer, and is, his 

response is unexpected content. His circling is a misunderstanding of reference. Saare’s 

response here differs from his response on Test A as here he did not write the time of his 

class; it appears the photograph of the clock was interpreted differently here than the clipart 

image was. Both examples of Saare’s writing intimate that Saare understands how to read 

directions and apply the examples to multimodal ensembles. For Saare, it is the content of 

the questions that is difficult for him to understand, which is particularly evidenced by the 

fact that he did not write anything in the answer portion of this multimodal ensemble. 

 

 
Figure 17. Saare’s written response to multiple-choice Item #6 on Test B. 

  

 While Saare appears to read and understand exemplary directions, by contrast, other 

participants like Rahim do not make the connection between the directions and the 

questions and answers, but instead do make connections between the image and the answer 

choices. As seen in Figure 18, Rahim checked answer “A.” This is unexpected manner, but 

expected content. 
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Figure 18. Rahim’s written response to multiple-choice Item #6 on Test B. 
 
 
 Moreover, much like on the multiple-choice question on Test A, some participants 

(9%) continued to select the expected answer while also simultaneously writing something 

else. For example, Nur, much like Saare, circled two words in the directions and in the 

question, but also circled “10:13” (not shown), which exemplifies her interpreting the 

graphic device of the circle in two different ways, and responding differently with respect 

to the layout and ideational content. Another example of a participant selecting the 

expected answer and adding additional writing is Himbirti’s response; consider Figure 19. 

 

 
Figure 19. Himbirti’s written response to multiple-choice Item #6 on Test B. 
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 Himbirti wrote “10:12 ½” to the right of the question, and also circled the 10:13 

answer choice as demonstrated in Figure 1922. Like Nur, Himbirti made a connection 

between the circle and the provided answer choices. Himbirti’s additional writing, 

however, is interesting as it could mean that Himbirti either read the image and wrote a 

response before looking at the answer choices, thus illuminating the order in which she 

reads components on a page, or that she perhaps wanted to engage in dialogue with the 

absent test grader by writing an answer that she preferred over the offered answer choices. 

Both Nur’s and Himbirti’s responses demonstrate expected content, but unexpected 

manner as two manners of writing were written. 

 Finally, 27% of respondents selected the expected content in the expected manner 

by circling “A.,” “A. 10:13” or “10:13.” Because only 11% answered correctly on Test A, 

this increase in correct answers indicates a more successful redesign of a multiple-choice 

question genre element in Test B. 

Fill-in-the-Blank 

This section focuses on three fill-in-the-blank questions from the original assessment, Test 

A, the first experimental assessment, Test B, and the second experimental assessment, Test 

C. The following analysis focuses on the designs of each version, and participant responses 

for each design iteration. Like the multiple-choice section above, this analysis focuses on 

 
 
22 Though Himbirti’s response is similar to Sepideh’s “10 12,” it cannot be assumed they copied from each 
other as these two students are in different classes. The use of “2” for “3” could be related to difficulties in 
visually distinguishing a difference between those two numbers, however it is most likely that these students 
did not (initially) read the provided answer choices, or do not make a connection between the answer choices, 
the image, and the question.  
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how participant writings changed in response to changes in ideational content, image type, 

and graphic devices.  

Original assessment – Test A.  

Textual Analysis 

 As discussed in Chapter 4, Item #21 [bank] (see Appendix B, p. 340: Test A, p. 4) 

was accompanied by a set of bolded directions and a clipart image that were positioned in 

two dividing lines. The words of the question and answer were also bolded, the images of 

the question were clipart, the provided sentence to be completed was located below the 

images, and the question-and-answer ensemble was located on the left side of the page next 

to another fill-in-the-blank question. 

Artifact Analysis 

 Like the multiple-choice question analysis, this analysis focuses on how 

participants understood the multimodal cues, specifically the 1) clipart image of the pen 

which hints at the expected manner of response, 2) the indexical blank line which hints at 

the location for the expected manner of response as well as the length of the word or phrase 

for the expected content of the response, 3) the clipart symbols (dollar signs) that hint at 

the expected content, and 4) the clipart image of the question (the bank) which also provide 

the information needed for the expected content of the response. The 38 participants’ 

responses are categorized in Table 7, and examples of these writings are shown in Figures 

20–26. 

 
 
 
 



206 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Table 7. Participant Written Responses to Test A Item #21 [bank]. 

Participant Writing Number of Participants (n = 38) 
No writing 16 participants = 42% 
Writing a checkmark to the right of, or under, the 
image, and not writing anything on the blank line 

3 participants = 8% 

Scribbling on the blank line 1 participant = 3% 
Writing an indecipherable word on the blank line 3 participants = 8% 
Copying words from elsewhere on the page 6 participants = 16% 
Writing recognizable words other than “bank” that 
may or may not be spelled correctly, or may or may not 
be the correct part of speech 

9 participants = 24% 

 
 
 The results show that 42% of participants did not write any sort of response for this 

question. Of the 58% who did write a response, 8% wrote checkmarks, but the other 50% 

wrote some other sort of answer, specifically on the blank line. The writings of these 

participants who wrote on the blank line demonstrate expected manner as they understood 

that some sort of writing needed to occur on these blank lines; for the most part, however, 

as is discussed below, the content of what they wrote was unexpected.  

 16% of participants copied words from elsewhere on the page; see Figure 20 and 

Figure 21. 

 

 
Figure 20. Fadhil’s written response to fill-in-the-blank Item #21 on Test A. 
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Figure 21. Florence’s written response to fill-in-the-blank Item #21 on Test A. 
 
 
 Fadhil, as demonstrated in Figure 20, wrote the words “complete the sentence” 

from the directions in the blank; this demonstrates that he understands the indexical blank 

line as something that should be written on, but also shows that he either does not 

understand the content of the accompanying image, or that he interprets this type of 

question as one where copying is expected. Florence’s writing, shown in Figure 21, is also 

noteworthy because it appears that she did not recognize the stylized eyeballs in the word 

look, and copied the word at as “kot,” using the k from the end of look. The stylized eyeballs 

were intended to be helpful for test-takers by encouraging them to closely look at the map; 

instead they carried an additional layer of difficulty for Florence. Her written response 

reveals her struggle with the orthography of the stylized “O”s, but also shows her creative 

meaning-making processes as she answered the question by using the multimodal aspects 

of the test in a way that made sense to her. These unknown multimodal aspects, however, 

led her astray from the designer’s intended meaning. 
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 8% of participants wrote undecipherable words such as Sepideh as seen in Figure 

22. Much like Fadhil and Florence’s writings, Sepideh’s response also shows awareness of 

the indexical nature of the blank line. Because her writing cannot be understood as an 

English word, however, it is also categorized as unexpected content. 

 

 
Figure 22. Sepideh’s written response to fill-in-the-blank Item #21 on Test A. 
 
 
 A different sort of unexpected content came from the 24% of participants who either 

wrote locations other than bank, as seen in Figures 23–26 or described other aspects of the 

image. These responses exemplify how they understood the location of the image, or how 

they wrote words that described the image in ways other than were expected.  

 

 
Figure 23. Ngoga’s written response to fill-in-the-blank Item #21 on Test A. 
 
 

 
Figure 24. Farida’s written response to fill-in-the-blank Item #21 on Test A. 
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Figure 25. Waris’s written response to fill-in-the-blank Item #21 on Test A. 
 
 

 
Figure 26. Aline’s written response to fill-in-the-blank Item #21 on Test A. 
 
 
 Of the locations, as seen in Figure 23, Ngoga wrote “shool;” as demonstrated in 

Figure 24, Farida wrote “joiab;” and Figure 25 shows Waris’s response of “oFes”. These 

participants likely did not read the dollar symbols together with the image as a multimodal 

ensemble, and did not make the indexical connection between the dollar signs and the 

location depicted in the clipart image. Likewise, Dhan (not shown) wrote “man”, thus 

describing a general person in the image, but not specifying banker or bank customer, and 

thus also not reading the multimodal ensemble as was expected. 

  Aline on the other hand wrote “S7” in the blank as seen in Figure 26. Aline’s 

response demonstrates a different way of describing the image as it is most likely in 

reference to the seven dollar signs that are above the image of the bank. This response 

suggests her attempt to fill in the blank with evidence that she found on the page, but it also 

reveals that she does not know what the symbol means as she has copied it incorrectly. 

Interestingly here, in contrast to Florence, Aline was relating a symbol to orthographic 

written letters, seeing an “S” in the dollar signs. All these responses reveal that these 

participants read the task and some of the multimodal test components as was expected, 

but they did not read the relationship between the symbols and image as expected. These 

unexpected ways of writing in response illuminate unexpected ways of meaning making. 
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 Finally, it must be noted that no participant wrote any response that included bank 

in any form, nor wrote any sort of response related to money. 

Experimental assessment – Test B. 

Textual Analysis 

 Item #15 (see Appendix B, p. 348: Test B, p. 6) utilized a photograph of a hand 

writing and bolded, italicized words in the directions, a bolded number to denote the 

question-and-answer ensemble, a centered photograph of a bank window with money 

exchanging hands in the question, and a sentence with a blank lined up on the left side of 

the page under the photograph. As discussed in Chapter 5, the ideational content of the 

photograph in the directions and the question were meant to reproduce the content of Item 

#21 on the original assessment, Test A.  

Artifact Analysis 

 For this item, the same percentage of participants did not write a response (42%) as 

for Test A. Of the 58% who did write a response on Item #15 [bank counter] of Test B, 

however, what is striking is that 36% wrote about money or a bank, as shown in Table 8. 

Responses from this 36% are discussed more below, and are shown in Figures 27–29. 
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Table 8. Participant Written Responses to Test B Item #15 [bank counter]. 

Participant Writing Number of Participants (n = 33) 
No writing 14 participants = 42% 
Copying numbers on the dividing line and not in the 
blank 

1 participant = 3% 

Copying words in the blank, and also writing 
indecipherable words in the blank and elsewhere 

1 participant = 3% 

Circling words in the directions and question, and not 
writing in the blank 

1 participant = 3% 

Writing a distinct word to the right of the question, 
and not in the blank 

1 participant = 3% 

Writing indecipherable/decipherable, but distinct 
words in the blank 

3 participants = 9% 

Writing decipherable distinct words or phrases related 
to bank or money in the blank 

8 participants = 24% 

Writing bank (cashier) in the blank 4 participants = 12% 
 
 
 Eight participants (24%) wrote decipherable distinct words or phrases related to 

money or a bank in the blank as demonstrated by Figures 27–29. 

 

 
Figure 27. Uwineza’s written response to fill-in-the-blank #15 on Test B. 
 
 

 
Figure 28. Himbirti’s written response to fill-in-the-blank #15 on Test B. 
 
 

 
Figure 29. Farida’s written response to fill-in-the-blank #15 on Test B. 
 
 
 Some of these written responses were only one word such as Uwineza’s response 

as seen in Figure 27, while others were phrases such as Himbirti’s and Farida’s responses 
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shown in Figure 28 and Figure 29, respectively. Though these words are misspelled, the 

meaning the writers are trying to convey is recognizable. Because these responses were 

written in the blanks, they are expected manner23. The intent of the content is expected, 

matching the ideational content of the photograph, however, because the written words do 

not syntactically complete the sentence, they are categorized as linguistically inappropriate 

expected content. These responses are noteworthy because in contrast to how participants 

understood the bank image on Test A where none of their written responses were related 

to a bank or money, here, the participants understood the intended content of this 

photograph and their responses demonstrate such understandings. The issue with these 

linguistically inappropriate expected content answers, however, is in regards to their 

evaluation. That is, how might the test-grader assess such responses? Is the goal of the 

question to assess test-takers’ written vocabulary, or their written vocabulary and syntax 

knowledge? Such a determination is important to ensure that tests are evaluated reliably 

(see Brown & Abeywickrama, 2010). The construct validity of the question’s design also 

has potential for positive washback in classroom teaching, e.g., an instructor could discuss 

with students the difference in meaning between “he is at the bank” and “he is at the bank 

money”.  

 Finally, in addition to these participants’ interpretations and writings, four other 

participants, or 12% wrote “bank (cashier)” in the blank, thus demonstrating expected 

manner and expected content.  

 
 
23 The argument could be made, however, that Uwineza’s additional written response of “BaNkei” on the 
dividing line negates that categorization. Because an expected response was written in the blank of the 
provided sentence, and the additional writing was still on another type of blank line – and not, for example, 
a checkmark, a circle, or an X – I consider Uwineza’s response an example of expected manner. 
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Experimental assessment – Test C. 

Textual Analysis 

 As discussed in Chapter 5, the design of the fill-in-the-blank question Item #24 

[grocery store] on Test C was very different from that of Test A and Test B (see Appendix 

B, p. 355: Test C, p. 4). Item #24 contained no dividing lines, no directions, and consisted 

of only a photograph of a woman in a grocery store, centered above a sentence with a blank 

line, which was also centered on the page.  

Artifact Analysis  

 There was a smaller percentage (28%) of participants who did not write a response 

for this fill-in-the-blank question than on a similar question on both Test A and on Test B, 

as shown in Table 9. 

 
Table 9. Participant Written Responses to Test C Item #24 [grocery store]. 

Participant Writing Number of Participants (n = 43) 
No writing 12 participants = 28% 
Circling one or more words or numbers and not writing 
in the blank 

4 participants = 9% 

Circling one or more words or numbers and writing in 
the blank 

3 participants = 7% 

Writing a string of separate letters in the blank 1 participant = 2% 
Writing indecipherable, but distinct words in the blank 6 participants = 14% 
Copying one or more words from the sentence in the 
blank 

6 participants = 14% 

Copying words from the question under the question 1 participant = 2% 
Writing one word in the blank that describes the image, 
but does not syntactically fit the provided sentence 

5 participants = 12% 

Writing misspelled, but decipherable distinct words or 
phrases related to a grocery store in the blank 

5 participants = 12% 
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 Some participants, 14%, such as Didi (not shown), continued to copy words from 

the question or directions and write them in the blank, thus exemplifying expected manner, 

but unexpected content. 7% of participants, such as Nur wrote both in an unexpected 

manner and with unexpected content by 1) writing copied words under the blank line, 2) 

circling one or more words or numbers, or 3) circling words or numbers and writing copied 

words in the blank. See Nur’s writing in Figure 30. 

 
 

Figure 30. Nur’s written response to fill-in-the-blank #24 on Test C. 
 
  
 The circling is noteworthy because this assessment version contains no circular 

graphic device on any page as an example. This demonstrates that not only are participants 

such as Nur bringing in past assessment experiences, but they also may be misinterpreting 

the test genre element of the fill-in-the-blank question. 

 Six participants, or 14%, also wrote in an expected manner, but with unexpected 

content as their words written in the blank were indecipherable (examples not shown). 

These attempts at filling in the blank with a word not found on the page are more 

sophisticated than the copied words written by other participants.  

 In a similar vein, five participants, or 12%, wrote a word in the blank that describes 

the image – whether items in the image, or the actions of the people in the image – much 

as some participants did for Test B. Consider Figures 31 and 32.  
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Figure 31. Florence’s written response to fill-in-the-blank #24 on Test C. 
 
 

 
Figure 32. Mesfin’s written response to fill-in-the-blank #24 on Test C. 
 
 
 These descriptions, as exemplified in Florence’s (Figure 31) and Mesfin’s 

responses (Figure 32), although of appropriate content, do not syntactically fit the blank of 

the provided sentence. They are thus expected manner with linguistically inappropriate 

expected content. 

 What is most striking about the responses from the remaining five participants who 

wrote misspelled, but decipherable words (or phrases) in the blank is that three of them 

also wrote some version of the word “Fry’s” as shown in Figures 33 and 34. 

 

 
Figure 33. Akaliza’s written response to fill-in-the-blank #24 on Test C. 
 
 

 
Figure 34. Nadima’s written response to fill-in-the-blank #24 on Test C. 
 
 
 For example, Akaliza wrote “Frs” (Figure 33), and Nadima wrote “Fars,” (Figure 

34). The use of the word “Fry’s” instead of grocery store or supermarket is an example of 

participants writing in a restricted code (Bernstein, 1971). Fry’s grocery stores are found 

mostly in the state of Arizona; thus, these participants, as current Arizona residents, are 
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expecting their absent test reader to understand and make sense of this code. Mesfin’s 

writing, “shoPin Frays”, is another participant example of this restricted code. The use of 

the restricted code in these examples is also similar to the interpretations of the clock 

referencing the time of students’ particular classes; these are again a literal interpretation 

of the deictic/indexical components corresponding to students’ own real-time contexts 

versus the context of a test, which is not anchored in a specific time and place. These 

writings therefore raise awareness for educators to consider the types of restricted codes 

their students may be using to respond on classroom assessments. 

Short Free Write  

The original assessment, Test A, contained two short free-write questions; both the 

experimental assessments – Test B and Test C – also had short free writes. The following 

section presents the designs from all three versions and the participant responses to each of 

them. This section of analysis focuses on how participants understood the ideational 

content of the short free-write questions (inclusive of their accompanying images), but also 

on how participants responded to the varying directions and multimodal composition.  

Original assessment – Test A.  

Textual Analysis 

 Test A included a particular short free-write question (we will focus on Item #25 

[hospital]) where, as discussed in Chapter 4, the question-and-answer ensemble was 

composed of three components: 1) a written imperative that functions as a question, 2) a 

clipart image of a boy in a hospital bed under the question, and 3) four blank lines under 

the image (see Appendix B, p. 341: Test A, p. 5). This question-and-answer ensemble was 

accompanied by a set of directions to write about the picture located at the top of the page, 
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above the preceding short free-write question, Item #24 [school]. This set of directions for 

both Item #24 and #25 utilized a large clipart image of a pen in a circle, a bolded directive, 

and a dividing line composed of two thin lines.  

Artifact Analysis  

With this textual analysis in mind, the written responses from the participants are 

now discussed. For this question on Test A, most of the 38 participants (24, or 63%) did 

not write anything; for these participants, there was no writing near the directions, near the 

image, or on the blank lines. 14 participants (37%), however, did write responses; the types 

of these responses are shown in Table 10. 

 
Table 10. Participant Written Responses to Test A Item #25 [hospital]. 

Participant Writing Number of Participants (n = 38) 
1) No writing 24 participants = 63% 
2) Writing check mark(s) next to the image in Item 

#25 
2 participants = 5% 

3) Scribbling on the line below the image in Item #25 1 participant = 3% 
4) Copying part of the test directions on the line below 

the image in Item #25 
1 participant = 3% 

5) Copying single letters from other parts of the test 
on each line, or copying words from other parts of 
the test on one line below the image in Item #25 

2 participants = 5% 

6) Writing a single letter on the line below the image 
in Item #25 

1 participant = 3% 

7) Writing indecipherable (and/or non-English) but 
distinct word(s) on the lines below the image in 
Item #25 

2 participants = 5% 

8) Writing an attempted description of the image 
under the image in Item #25 

1 participant = 3% 

9) Writing attempted descriptions of the image on any 
of the lines under the image in Item #25 

4 participants = 11% 
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Response 2) (check marks) was classified as both unexpected manner and 

unexpected content. Responses 3) through 7) on the other hand, demonstrate attempts at 

writing in the expected manner (on the blank lines), but because some responses were 

written not on the first line, and/or not on the left of the line, but in the middle, these 

responses are also indicative of unexpected manner of response; they all also illustrate 

unexpected content.  

Consider in detail the three writing samples provided in Figures 35, 36, 37, which 

exemplify responses 8) and 9):  

 

 
Figure 35. Ngoga’s written response to short free write Item #25 on Test A. 
 
 

 
Figure 36. Waris’s written response to short free write Item #25 on Test A. 
 
 

 
Figure 37. Sepideh’s written response to short free write Item #25 on Test A. 
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Three participants wrote single-word responses as shown in Figures 35–37, while 

two wrote multi-word responses (not shown). Of the single-word responses, Figure 35 

shows that while Ngoga wrote “Famil” about the image, this response was written not on 

the lines, but under the image and to the right. Conversely, in Figure 36 we see that Waris 

wrote “Famami” on the second line on the left, and in Figure 37, Sepideh wrote “fam” on 

the first line on the left. Additionally, of the multi-word responses, Nahom wrote “Faimil 

is HiLDRr” on the second line in the middle (not shown), and Honorine wrote “They is 

hogrind” on the first line on the left (not shown).  

Ngoga’s writing is categorized as unexpected manner of response. The responses 

from Waris, Sepideh, Nahom, and Honorine demonstrate expected manners of response, 

which reveal participant recognition of writing conventions. For example, all four of these 

participants recognized the indexical nature of the blank lines, and some followed left-right 

and/or top-down reading and writing conventions of English. 

None of these five examples, however, consist of three sentences as stipulated in 

the directions. This indicates either one or a combination of the following: participants are 

misreading the directions; participants are not noticing the directions; participants are 

understanding the number of blank lines differently than expected; participants are having 

a different vocabulary than expected; or participants themselves believe they have a 

different vocabulary or set of literacy skills than expected by the text designer and/or grader 

and thus choose to write a limited number of words. Most importantly, however, these five 

example responses appear to either describe a family or, in Honorine’s response, perhaps 

people who are hungry. There are no attempts to describe a hospital setting, a hurt child, a 

doctor, or anything else of the sort. Thus, all these responses illustrate unexpected content. 
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Experimental assessment – Test B. 

Textual Analysis 

 As discussed in Chapter 5, Test B’s design was based on the original assessment, 

Test A. Different multimodal components were used in its design, but much of the content 

mimicked the content of Test A. The short free write, Item #17 [doctor] on Test B (see 

Appendix B, p. 349: Test B, p. 7), utilized a set of directions that contain a photograph of 

a hand writing with a pen, and a bolded, italicized, and underlined directive, as well as a 

photograph of a doctor examining a child, and seven blank lines below the photograph.  

Artifact Analysis  

In contrast to the original assessment, on Test B, out of 33 participants, only 11 

participants (33%) did not write a response, while 22 participants (67%) did. 67% is 

significantly higher than the 37% who responded on Test A. While the argument could be 

made that this was due to washback (Brown & Abeywickrama, 2010) of the testing process, 

because this assessment was given just one day after the first, not everyone who took Test 

A took this experimental assessment, Test B, and not everyone who took Test B took Test 

A24. In addition, instructors were asked to not discuss the research process with their 

students. Thus, it is unlikely that this increase in response was due to washback.  

 The responses on Test B Item #17 [doctor] are the same types of response as we 

saw in Test A’s Item #25 [hospital] – writing graphic devices (underlining), scribbling, or 

copying words. What is notable in the responses, however, is that of the 22 participants 

who wrote a response, 15 of those responses (68%) appear to describe the image – all of 

 
 
24 21 participants took both Test A and Test B. 
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their responses referenced the ideas of a doctor, a baby or child, sick, and/or a hospital. 

Some examples of those responses are shown in Figures 38 through 41:  

 

 
Figure 38. Farida’s written response to short free write Item #17 on Test B. 
 
 

 
Figure 39. Waris’s written response to short free write Item #17 on Test B. 
 
 

 
Figure 40. Uwineza’s written response to short free write Item #17 on Test B. 
 
 

 
Figure 41. Nida’s written response to short free write Item #17 on Test B. 
 
 
 While no one wrote three sentences as was indicated in the directions, and some 

participants continue to write on the second line or in the middle of a line, what is important 

about these responses is the number of participants whose written responses have expected 

content. In Figure 38 we see that Farida wrote “dr” on the first line on the left.25 Similar 

one-word responses include Aline’s “ba” [baby] (not shown), and Ngoga’s “Hospit” (not 

 
 
25 Unrelated to content, her writing follows left-right reading and writing conventions, and top-down reading 
and writing conventions of English, and indicates her recognition of the indexical nature of the blank lines. 
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shown). Multi-word responses are demonstrated by Waris’s response (Figure 39) where 

she wrote “dhagter garo” [doctor girl] in the middle of the second line, and in Figure 40, 

we see that Uwineza wrote on the first line on the left, “picture umurway” (where 

‘umurway’ means ‘patient’ in Kinyarwanda). Figure 41 shows that Nida wrote “she is sek 

croo” and “goo to dcTor” [she is sick girl] and [go to doctor] on the left end of the top two 

lines. Finally, in a similar instance, although this example is not shown, Honorine wrote 

“my Doct” and “BaBe is seck” on two lines. 

On Test B, more participants made an effort to write about the photographic image 

using other strategies for making meaning than was the case on the original assessment, 

Test A. For instance, in Figure 38 Farida’s “dr” is just two letters, but it evidences her 

attempt to engage in dialogue with the test grader, and her productive meaning-making 

both from this image and from her own writing. It also showcases her knowledge of the 

English abbreviation for the word “doctor”, and her belief that this is a type of literacy 

event where the usage of this written word is acceptable. In Figure 39, while Waris writes 

her response on the second line much like she did on Test A, this could indicate her 

individual preference for, or understanding that the second line is where responses should 

be written; perhaps she sees the first line as setting off the writing from the image. 

Regardless of manner, Waris’s written response in Figure 39 also appropriately describes 

the image, with her writing about a doctor (“dhagter”) and a girl (“garo”)26. In Figure 40, 

Uwineza’s response illuminates her translingual practice of using a word, “umurway” from 

 
 
26 It must be noted that, based on my own observations, the use of a “g” for a /k/ is common among 
students from this population, as is an “o” for an /l/ based on the phonotactics of the languages these 
participants speak (here, Somali).  
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her first language, Kinyarwanda. This is a strategy for making meaning that demonstrates 

her knowledge of this type of test element, as she has recognized that a written response is 

expected here in relation to the image provided, but it also displays her agency in choosing 

to engage in dialogue with the absent test grader via a language that the test grader may or 

may not be familiar with. One could argue that her written response could display a sense 

of necessity, believing that she must respond with something, but since this participant did 

not write in Kinyarwanda in any other place on the assessment, I posit that this image is 

one she recognizes, and she chooses to respond via a translingual strategy. Finally, in 

Figure 41, Nida’s writing demonstrates her attempt to respond to the image with more than 

a few words, and to respond on more than one line. She writes about a sick (“sek”) girl 

(“croo”) where, much like Waris, Nida has also written an “o” for the final /l/ sound) and 

a doctor (“dcTor”). Overall, these responses show that more participants made meaning 

from this specific image in ways that were expected, and their writing also shows their 

engagement with the text and the absent reader.  

Experimental assessment – Test C.  

Textual Analysis 

 As discussed in Chapter 4, the design of the short free-write questions on Test C is 

different from that of both Test A and Test B. Item #30 [tea] of Test C (see Appendix B, 

p. 358: Test C, p. 7) does not have written or visual directions nor a dividing line between 

it and the other question-and-answer ensemble on the page. Item #30 utilized a centered 

photograph, and three blank lines below it. The content of Test C Item #30 is different from 

the two previous iterations of assessment as it is not a hospital setting; instead, this question 

utilizes a photograph of a family or group of friends drinking and preparing tea.  
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Artifact Analysis 

Similar to Test B, more participants responded to this question with a photograph 

than on Test A with a clipart image. Specifically, of the 43 participants, 24 (56%) of them 

did write, while 19 did not. Thus, this response rate of 56% on Test C is somewhat lower 

than that on Test B (67%) but still much higher than that on Test A (37%). Some 

participants on Test C continued to scribble or write indecipherable and/or non-English 

words, but it is noteworthy that no one copied words from elsewhere on the page or 

elsewhere on the test. Most importantly, 11 of the 24 responses, (46%), were attempts to 

describe the image appropriately. The themes of response included mentions of tea, coffee, 

or family, as seen in such words and phrases as: “te” (Waris) (not pictured), “Tet” (Farida), 

“A nam kofe” (Aline), “famyyle is dreenq tee” (Salima), and “famel is drecgi mellke” 

(Honorine) (not pictured). Figures 42 through 44 provide examples of such responses: 

 

 
Figure 42. Farida’s written response to short free write Item #30 on Test C. 
 
 

 
Figure 43. Aline’s written response to short free write Item #30 on Test C. 
 
 

 
Figure 44. Salima’s written response to short free write Item #30 on Test C. 
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 These responses evidence participants making meaning in a way that was expected 

given the content and composition of this photograph. Some of the responses were quite 

short, such as what Waris (not pictured) and Farida (Figure 42) both wrote, “te” and “Tet” 

respectively, and yet each indicates that both of them understood the image and chose to 

write about it with the words they knew. In Figure 43, we see that Aline’s response of “A 

nam kofe” appears to be a transliteration of “m” and “n” with “nam” for man, and this is 

paired with the word “kofe” for coffee. Such a written response shows her recognition of 

a type of beverage that could be poured in such a manner, as well as the words she selected 

to describe other participants in the image. In this way, Aline’s writing is similar to Waris’ 

and Farida’s, but she uses more words than they did. Likewise, both Salima (shown in 

Figure 44) and Honorine (not shown) wrote about a family who was drinking a beverage – 

either tea or milk. In all of these examples, the main content is not spelled correctly, but 

the idea that each participant is trying to convey in writing is clear, and similar to the 

content expected by the question’s design. Like the responses on Test A and Test B, no 

participants wrote three sentences, but the content that they did write was illustrative of 

their meaning-making processes and their understanding of this task.  

 It is interesting that some participants on Test C wrote about students from our 

class, thereby connecting this image to their own personal experiences, and engaging in a 

specific manner of dialogue with the absent test grader or absent reader. Two of these 

examples are shown in Figures 45 and 46:  
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Figure 45. Ayda’s written response to short free write #30 on Test C. 
 
 

 
Figure 46. Didi’s written response to short free write Item #30 on Test C. 
 
 

In Figure 45, Ayda writes “Fatima,” which is the name of a student in our class who 

is from Afghanistan. Ayda’s writing illuminates her meaning-making as she links the males 

represented in this image to one of her female peers, Fatima, who happens to be Afghan, 

and whose name she knew how to write. This example also evidences her choice of 

productive writing as she could have written other words, or could have named other 

students, but chose to name this student because of the connection she made as she viewed 

the image and task.  

In Figure 46, Didi writes three words that at first glance are not immediately 

connected to the image: “Ahmed”, “Friday”, and “pomegr,” one word per line. However, 

her response is describing a field trip that we took as a class where we went to pick 

pomegranates, and one of our Syrian (Ahmed) students brought tea for everyone to drink. 

Didi is using this experience as the basis for her writing here, specifically using the name 

of a classmate, and using what she can remember about how to spell the word pomegranate, 

which we had learned in conjunction with our field trip. This recall of a shared experience 

with the instructor and her classmates, and the making of that connection on this test is a 

powerful literacy strategy for making meaning. This strategy is also especially significant 
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when the forced nature of writing that occurs on an assessment is considered, as well as 

the agency of what a student chooses to write for this act of required writing.  

In Test C Item #30 [tea], both Ayda and Didi are taking the ‘everyday situation’ 

shown in a photographic image and tying it to people from their class. These students have 

made a connection between the general ‘everyday life’ scene shown, and specific 

experiences and people from their own everyday lives. This type of meaning-making is 

different from what may be expected writings on assessments when considered through the 

lens of Bernstein’s (1971) restricted and elaborated codes. For example, a response that 

says “Two Syrian men are sitting outside on a rug with a young boy. The man on the right 

is preparing tea, while the other man and boy wait for the tea” might exemplify the 

elaborated code as it contains many details that are specific (Syrian, men, man on the right, 

young boy) but also general. This is in contrast to Ayda’s response of “Fatima”, which 

might exemplify a restricted code as only the students and teacher from Ayda and Fatima’s 

class know who Fatima is, and Fatima is not a represented participant in this photograph. 

Similarly, Didi’s written response also mentions a name, a specific day of the week, and a 

particular type of fruit, none of which are represented in the photograph, which is not a 

photograph of Ahmed, nor does it identify the day it was taken, and there is no pomegranate 

shown. Didi is therefore engaging in a dialogue with the grader of this test, who she 

assumes knows who Ahmed is, why Didi is referencing Ahmed and tea together, a 

particular day, and also a pomegranate.  

The restricted codes used by both Ayda and Didi exemplify their assumptions of a 

shared context, revealing what each of them believes is the purpose of writing about this 

photograph. It also illuminates their sense-making of both the photograph and the act of 
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writing on an assessment text as they chose which words to write from among the words 

they knew. Finally, this writing in a restricted code is also an example of difference in 

deictic interpretation as test-takers connected the image and act of writing to their real 

world as opposed to the hypothetical world of the test. 

To sum up, the writing associated with the three different iterations of test questions 

from Test A, Test B, and Test C revealed that participants desired to engage in the act of 

writing, but were confused by the clipart image of Test A. When clipart images were 

replaced by photographs, the rate of responses not only increased, but also related more to 

the expected content of the image. A further revision that included a photograph of people 

in an ‘everyday’ situation also yielded a higher rate of responses than in the original short 

free-write question. It also illuminated a different type of response with more participants 

writing in a restricted code and for a different purpose than in the other writings. These 

writings from these three iterations demonstrate that even adult L2 students who have 

emerging literacy are not only capable of writing, but desire to write. It is therefore 

necessary to provide them with ideal conditions for doing so. One way to do this is to 

scaffold the task of writing with images that are recognizable. It is also important for the 

test grader or the absent reader to understand and acknowledge the creative strategies that 

students may use as they engage in meaning-making and writing, and to consider such 

strategies as appropriate, laudable means of response.  

Extended Free Write  

The assessments also contained extended free writes, where “extended” means something 

longer than the three sentences expected in the short free writes. This section describes the 
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design of extended free-write tasks in the original assessment, Test A, and the first 

experimental assessment, Test B, with participant responses to each design.  

Original assessment – Test A.  

Textual Analysis  

 Test A contains one extended free-write task, Item #26, a letter to a landlord (see 

Appendix B, p. 342: Test A, p. 6). This question does not have a set of directions, nor does 

the bolded question prompt stipulate a minimum sentence requirement; the answer portion, 

however, has five blank lines, which are longer than the lines used in the short free writes 

due to this page’s horizontal orientation.  

Artifact Analysis  

Only four participants out of the 38 participants who completed the assessment, or 

11%, wrote anything for this question. Figures 47–50 document their writing on Item #26: 

 
Figure 47. Benite’s written response to extended free write Item #26 on Test A. 

 
 

 
Figure 48. Dhan’s written response to extended free write Item #26 on Test A. 
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Figure 49. Ayda’s written response to extended free write Item #26 on Test A. 
  
 

 
Figure 50. Fadhil’s written response to extended free write Item #26 on Test A. 
 
 

In Figure 47, Benite scribbles, and does so on the right side of the page, thus not 

following English left-right conventions for both reading and writing. On other items in 

the Test A, Benite is not consistent with what and where she writes; she writes a scribble 

on the line for some answers, but does not write at all for many questions. Her response to 

Item #26 [landlord letter] is the only instance where she writes on the right end of the line. 

On other items, her writing is on the left end of the line, and generally, her writing is not 

located on lines but rather close to typed words, or under images. She may have been trying 

to connect her writing to the other multimodal elements of those questions, but as this 

extended free write utilizes many blank lines, she may not have known exactly where to 

write. It is noteworthy that she chose to write at all for this question.  

In Figure 48, Dhan writes an indecipherable (and/or non-English) word in the 

middle of the second line, generally not where English writing conventions would have 

one start a sentence or write a word. On other items, this participant often wrote on the left 
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or middle of a line, or in the middle of a set of lines; his writing location was inconsistent 

across assessment versions and genre element composition.  

In Figure 49, Ayda copies words from another page of the test, specifically some 

of the answers from a multiple-choice question on page 2. On the first line, she writes 

“AmddeinUSA.”, and on the second line, “BDt”. It is important to also note that she flips 

the page of the extended free write upside down and writes her answer in what would be 

the lower right corner if the page were oriented as intended. This writing on an upside-

down page evidences her lack of awareness of layout and print directionality of the typed 

words on the page, but also her awareness of her own writing’s layout and print 

directionality as what she writes is oriented in a top-down and left-right manner. This is 

not the first instance of Ayda copying words on this assessment, but it is the first time that 

she copied something from so many pages away (from page 2 to page 6). As seen in Figure 

45, the short free write on Test C where she wrote the word “Fatima”, Ayda’s writing is 

not always composed of copied words; thus, her copying here on the extended free write 

gives additional insight into her meaning-making processes and production. Additionally, 

this is the only instance of Ayda writing on an upside-down page. This potentially could 

be due to the horizontal (landscape) layout of this page, and Ayda either handling the page 

in a way that caused her to write on it upside down, or Ayda not recognizing which part 

was the top and which part was the bottom as there were no images on this side of the page 

to assist her meaning-making.  

In Figures 47 through 49, all three of these examples of writing – Benite’s, Dhan’s, 

and Ayda’s – demonstrate participants attempting to write in the expected manner (on the 

line), but with incorrect directionality that differs in three distinctive ways. Benite’s writing 
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is on the right on the line, Dhan’s is in the middle of the second line, and Ayda’s is upside 

down. It is worth considering how the directionality of their writing may have been affected 

by the lack of other visual cues on this page, particularly images, as well as by the 

horizontal (landscape) orientation of this page. Such difficulties with orientation and 

writing were not noted in the other questions on this assessment. This directionality 

therefore means that their writing is best categorized as unexpected manner, in addition to 

the unexpected content. 

Finally, in Figure 50, Fadhil writes fourteen distinct words on three lines, every 

other line; half the words are indecipherable (and/or non-English). However, “Fmle” could 

be family, “ork” could be work, “kls no kls ork to” could be class no class work to. It is 

assumed that his writing follows English reading and writing directionality conventions 

with the words being intended to be read from left to right as each line is flush with the left 

side of the page. While the manner is expected in this example, the content is unexpected 

as half of the words are indecipherable or are not English words, and the writing does not 

seem to be a letter. 

Benite’s, Dhan’s, and Ayda’s examples reveal that participants are not familiar with 

the conventions of writing a response in such a comparatively large space, while Fadhil’s 

response demonstrates familiarity with writing in a large space. All four responses, 

however, indicate unfamiliarity with the conventions of writing a letter.   

Experimental assessment – Test B.  

Textual Analysis 

 Test B Item #16 [teacher letter], to elicit extended writing, retained the same basic 

task of writing a letter as on the original assessment, but with revised content, an 
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explanation of class absence (see Appendix B, p. 348: Test B, p. 6). The same photograph 

of a writing hand is included next to the bolded and italicized question prompt, just as with 

other test questions on Test B.  

The fact of the matter remains, however, that this type of test task (writing a letter) 

is still much more advanced than would be expected of an L2 literacy-level class. However, 

because such a task shows up regularly on assessments like Test A due to the ‘survival 

English’ instructional mentality mentioned in Chapter 4, it was worth exploring how 

students would respond to it given changes in design, composition, and content. What 

logics help them when they do respond, and what kinds of meaning-making occur? 

Thinking about their writing from this perspective may help educators look past the fact 

when the task of actually writing a letter is not fulfilled, and instead focus on their 

productive responses as an opportunity to understand both their meaning-making and their 

writing.  

Artifact Analysis  

Ultimately the change in design did not affect how participants responded to Test 

B’s version of Item #16 [teacher letter] versus Item #26 [landlord letter] in Test A. Most 

participants, 79%, continued to not write anything – only seven (21%) wrote any response 

for this question. Their writing followed similar patterns as in Test A: writing 

indecipherable and/or non-English words; copying words; or writing words or phrases that 

do not make sense together as a sentence. For example, Honorine wrote “my your hes huer” 

on the lines – apparently a list of possessive pronouns. It is interesting that all their writing 

was located on the blank lines, thus demonstrating awareness of the indexical nature of 

those lines, though the writing of the group in general was not consistent as to first or 
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second lines, or left versus right directionality. However, none of their responses are what 

would be considered a letter.  

Considering the problem of lack of task completion, then there may be a missed 

opportunity for what some of these adult L2 learners with emerging literacy did do here as 

demonstrated in Figures 51 through 54:  

 

 
Figure 51. Urimana’s written response to extended free write Item #16 on Test B. 
 
 

 
Figure 52. Annonciata’s written response to extended free write Item #16 on Test B. 
 
 

 
Figure 53. Aline’s written response to extended free write Item #16 on Test B. 
  
 

 
Figure 54. Farida’s written response to extended free write Item #16 on Test B.  
 

  
For example, Figure 51 shows that Urimana writes strings of indecipherable and/or 

non-English words, some of which appear to be repeated on the first and fourth lines, 

“tbtb.” This writing can provide insight into her agentive, productive responses, and 
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showcase her emerging writing skills as she is a woman who is nearly 70 years old and is 

learning not only how to hold a pencil for the first time in her life, but also how to use it, 

and how to write with it – in the sense of writing as meaning-making. Urimana’s writing 

is not copying; there is something else that Urimana appears to want to show the absent 

reader. On the other hand, in Figure 52, Annonciata chooses to copy the directions of the 

task, thereby also honoring the request for a response, but also showcasing her beautiful 

handwriting. Similarly, in Figure 53, Aline copies different words or numbers from the 

page and also writes other indecipherable, non-English words (Dhan, not pictured, does 

something similar), and in Figure 54, Farida writes a non-English word as well. Somehow 

such writing is meaningful for each of the writers.  

Because very few people wrote a response to this question on the experimental 

version of the assessment, this is an important finding – particularly in comparison with 

the writing that was produced on the two experimental versions’ short free writes. The 

continued small number of participants who wrote a response for the extended free write 

after the content of the task was revised reveals the importance of multimodal elements 

and (recognizable) visual imagery for students at this level. It is especially significant to 

consider how much writing participants did for other parts of the test. This writing shows 

their desire to communicate, to engage in dialogue through writing, but when the task is 

not obvious to them, they choose to either not write, or to make meaning in these 

unexpected, yet still productive, ways. 
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The Effect of Varying Designs and Compositions on Meaning-Making  

The findings for these four types of test genre elements (multiple-choice, fill-in-the-blank, 

short free write, and extended free write) have revealed numerous instantiations of how 

participants made meaning with respect to differing layouts, multimodal components, and 

question and answer content. While the purpose of this chapter was to survey the broad 

range of responses from refugee-background adult L2 and literacy learners, let us zoom in 

now to explore how a few single students responded to the varying designs and 

compositions. This will allow us to examine if the differentiations in response were due to 

semiotic factors or simply individual differences. 

 The efficacy of the redesign of the multiple-choice question-and-answer 

ensemble’s (the clock) composition is illustrated in Himbirti’s writings (numbers written 

in word form in all three answer boxes, and the time of the clock written in numerical form 

and selected with a circle – see Figure 7 and Figure 19), and in Sepideh’s writings (the time 

of the clock written in numerical form and an unrelated answer box Xed, and the time of 

the clock written in numerical form – see Figure 13 and Figure 16). These examples 

demonstrate how the redesigned composition was not as opaque as the composition used 

on Test A. On Test B, both participants provided the expected content, though some 

differences in manner of response remained. These differences were related to where a 

response was expected to be written (i.e., above the image and near the question, next to 

the image, or in the answer portion of the ensemble), and how it was expected to be written 

(i.e., as numbers, or a circle around a provided answer choice). 

 The redesign of fill-in-the-blank questions also proved to be effective. While 

Farida’s content (“joiab”) was unexpected in the bank question on Test A (see Figure 24), 
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her written content (“Fank mani”) for the bank question on Test B was linguistically 

inappropriate expected content as seen in Figure 29. Likewise, Muteteli did not write 

anything for the bank question of Test A, but wrote “bank cashier” (not pictured) on Test 

B; her writing on Test B is thus expected content. Additionally, while on Test A Florence 

wrote unexpected content by copying words from the directions below the answer blank of 

the bank question (see Figure 21), her response of “food” (for the supermarket question) 

on Test C is linguistically inappropriate expected content. Similarly, Fadhil also copied 

words for his response to the bank on Test A (see Figure 20), but wrote “fot stre” [food 

store] (not pictured) for the supermarket question on Test C. 

 Regarding the short free writes, the design variations were also successful for 

students such as Farida, Waris, Ngoga, Ayda, and Didi, particularly regarding content. 

Farida, for example, did not write an answer for the hospital question on Test A. On Test 

B, however, she wrote “dr” (see Figure 38) for the redesigned hospital question, and 

similarly, on Test C, she wrote “Tet” for the photo of the extended family drinking tea (see 

Figure 42). Likewise Waris wrote “Famami” (see Figure 36) for Test A’s hospital question, 

but “dhagTer garo” [doctor girl] on Test B’s redesigned hospital question, and “te” on Test 

C for the family drinking tea photograph. For the hospital iterations, Ngoga wrote “Famil” 

for Test A (see Figure 35), and “Hospit” (not pictured) for Test B. Finally, Ayda and Didi 

both copied various parts of the test on Test A and did not write about the content shown 

in the hospital clipart (responses not shown), but each of them wrote responses in the 

restricted code (“Fatima” – see Figure 45, and “Ahmed, Friday, pomegr” – see Figure 46) 

for Test C’s photograph of a family drinking tea. 
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 Finally, the data from the extended free writes revealed that recognizable 

multimodal components and visual imagery are important aspects of this genre element’s 

design. The redesign had a lesser effect on participant engagement and response than it had 

on other genre elements. Both Aline’s and Farida’s writing evidence the ineffectiveness of 

the redesign as on Test A each did not write any sort of response, and on Test B each wrote 

indecipherable words and/or copied components of the test (see Figure 53 and Figure 54), 

thereby indicating a continued uncertainty towards what content was expected of them.   

The data from the comparison of these 11 participants’ writing, particularly how 

their writing changed in response to the various design elements and compositions, 

indicates that the differences in their writing were due to the change in semiotic factors. 

 

Discussion  

The findings can offer insight into how adult second language learners with emerging 

literacy make meaning in assessment texts, both through their perception of the visual code, 

and also through their productive writing processes. The data highlight participants’ 

knowledge (or lack of knowledge) of the genre of the test, and also their knowledge of 

multimodal design and multimodal test genre elements. The results also illuminate the 

participants’ dialogic processes of writing and meaning-making on assessments.  

Participant responses in a variety of forms show that participants are taking the test 

seriously, recognizing that a call (or question) deserves a response, and so engaging in 

dialogue with either the absent reader, or an imagined, specific test grader (Kress, 1994). 

In this way, meaning-making is dialogical between both the test designer and the test-taker, 

and then between the test-taker and the test grader who may or may not be the test designer. 
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The dialogical nature of response is evidenced in not only the fact that participants are 

writing in response to test questions on these assessments, but also in the content of their 

responses, where some are general, with an imagined test reader being anyone, while others 

utilize restricted codes with an imagined test reader being someone who understands 

specific, unexplained references in their writing.  

The results also suggest that the choices text designers make, and the images they 

choose, can matter a great deal. Adult second language learners with emerging literacy may 

be beginning classroom learners and/or beginning writers and readers, but they are not 

beginning thinkers or beginning learners. They have amassed a large amount of knowledge 

over the course of their lives, and they have strategies for making sense in a complex world, 

and for communicating their ideas. But when text designers assume referential content and 

background knowledge, genre knowledge, and certain kinds of meaning-making processes, 

then they may not expect meaning to be made in unexpected ways by participants. 

Regrettably, such different ways of making meaning may not be valued by text designers 

or other such people in power. Designers should critically reflect on their own design 

assumptions in order to provide their intended text’s readers and users with more 

appropriate opportunities for making meaning and demonstrating their knowledge and 

skills.  

It is hoped this research will help shift educators’ views and attention to what 

writing is, and where writing can be performed. While short responses are easily 

recognizable test genre elements of writing in academic settings, the writing done by 

students in other sorts of test genre elements, such as fill-in-the-blank questions and 

multiple-choice questions is also part of academic writing. How can educators broaden 
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their perspectives of what writing is, and how can this expansion also be applied to the 

writing that adult second language learners who are not emergent writers are doing? In any 

educational setting, designers make assumptions in design, however, students (with or 

without emerging literacy) may not share those assumptions, and could respond in 

unexpected ways. Thus educators may benefit from both broadening their view of writing, 

and also being more receptive to the writing their students are producing. This, in turn, may 

positively affect their ability to write effective assessments. 

The original assessment used in this research is used for all of the program’s levels 

due to the institutional constraints of REP. Ultimately if a test is given to all the levels of a 

program, then in order for its results to be beneficial for instructors, and formative for 

learners, then educators need to shift their perspective from focusing on what students 

cannot do on that test, to what they can do. In order to do this, their perspective of what 

writing is also needs to shift. For example, ‘survival English’ skills are so pervasive that 

students are tested on them, and tasks of writing letters to people in power appear in such 

tests, even though educators already know that their literacy-level students most likely 

cannot complete this task as prescribed and expected. If educators are evaluating only for 

task completion, then they are missing an opportunity to showcase what their students do 

know and can produce – such as Fadhil’s clearly defined words, Annonciata’s beautiful 

handwriting, and the fact that so many students are choosing to engage in dialogue by 

trying to put words on the page. By shining a light on these other ways of evaluating 

responses, this study hopes to reveal the interesting and often unexpected ways in which 

students are making meaning, raise awareness for educators, curriculum developers, and 

test developers to look at what students are actually writing, and recognize the literacy 
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strategies students are using for engaging in dialogue. These findings call for educators to 

shift their perspective from one of deficit, to instead see what adult L2 students with 

emerging literacy do understand, and how they make meaning through writing using the 

sometimes limited language and literacy skills they have at their command at this point in 

time.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

SELF-ARTICULATED MEANING-MAKING PROCESSES, AND 

PREFERENCES FOR VISUAL DESIGN IN MULTIMODAL ASSESSMENT 

TEXTS 

This chapter of the dissertation addresses participants’ self-articulated meaning-making 

processes and preferences for visual design as discovered through semi-structured 

interview. The main focus of the chapter is how participants understand multimodal test 

genre elements, multimodal composition/visual design, and multimodal components, and 

it also considers the impact of prior literacy and educational experiences on these 

interpretations. As a framing for this engagement and these understandings, the chapter 

discusses participants’ literacy practices, and their phenomenological understandings of 

the test, school, reading and writing, and English.  

 As discussed in Chapter 3, 14 students participated in the semi-structured 

interviews from which the data of this chapter was collected. Table 11 shows each 

participant’s demographic information. In conjunction with this demographic overview, 

more in-depth descriptions of the participants are below. 

 

Participants 

Aline 

Aline had been enrolled in my class for as long as she had been attending classes in the 

Refugee Education Program. I met her when I moved from one of REP’s centers (Center 
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A) to the other (Center B27) and started teaching a literacy-level class at a different time (in 

the morning). Aline’s husband, Fabrice, had been one of my students at Center A. At that 

time, Aline was not attending classes as she stayed home to take care of their children, one 

of whom was an infant. Aline was not employed. She and Fabrice lived in an apartment 

complex near REP’s Center B; she walked to class every day, occasionally bringing their 

young daughter with her in a baby-wearing sling. She attended class regularly, missing 

class infrequently to take care of familial and household responsibilities. Aline was a 

motivated, friendly student who was very happy to be enrolled in formal schooling for the 

first time in her life. She made connections very quickly in class, and was happy to share 

what she learned with other (Congolese) class members – most often in Kinyarwanda, 

though also sometimes in her growing English with non-Kinyarwanda speakers. 

Annonciata 

Annonciata was a student in the very first class I taught at REP (an evening class at Center 

A). When I moved to Center B and started teaching in the morning, Annonciata continued 

to attend the evening class at Center A. She attended class with her husband, Antoine, who 

drove them to class. Annonciata was a dedicated student who could often be found making 

jokes with the other older Congolese women in the class. She, however, suffered from 

headaches and sometimes needed to spend some time alone in the hallway until she felt 

well enough to return to class. When I was her instructor, I facilitated her visit to an 

ophthalmologist to receive an eye exam and, subsequently, eyeglasses with the correct 

 
 
27 Center A is centrally-located in town. Most of the program’s students attend class at this center as it is 
near many of the apartment complexes where the refugees are settled; it is also very close to a major 
thoroughfare in town, with numerous bus routes. Center B is on the western side of town; it has fewer 
students in attendance at it, and offers fewer classes than Center A does.  
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prescription. The eyeglasses helped with her headaches, but did not completely alleviate 

them. As is the case with many people who have suffered severe trauma, the effects of the 

trauma can surface in physical manifestations; for Annonciata, the traumatic events that 

occurred in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, later in Rwanda, and even the stress of 

resettlement in the United States caused her headaches. Annonciata was a meticulous 

student who was very proud of her handwriting, particularly since her first time attending 

formal, school-based education was her first day in my class at Center A. In general, (when 

I was her instructor) Annonciata attended class on a regular basis. 

Ayda 

Of the participants who volunteered to be interviewed, Ayda had been in the United States 

longer than any of the other participants, and had also been enrolled in REP longer than 

any of the other participants. Like Aline, Ayda was a fast learner who was happy to share 

her knowledge with her classmates – both in Arabic, and also in English. Ayda attended 

class on her days off from her job as a housekeeper at a nearby hotel. Thus while she was 

not in attendance as often as some of my other students, her attendance was regular as she 

had an established work schedule. Ayda walked to both class and work. She lived at the 

apartment complex near Center B and was well-liked and well-respected in the refugee-

background community who lived there. Because of her longer length of time in the U.S., 

and her easy-going, open personality, families trusted her and looked to her for advice and 

support. For example, when one of her classmates (and my student), Fahim28, passed away, 

 
 
28 Fahim had originally been my student at Center A. He was also one of my very first students. When he 
and his family moved to the apartment complex near Center B, he started attending my class there, and 
once his and Durriya’s youngest child started kindergarten, Durriya began attending my class as well. 
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Ayda organized the community assistance for the wake. She also organized the community 

support for Fahim’s wife, Durriya (who is also one of Ayda’s classmates and my student), 

during the Sudanese traditional four-month mourning period after Fahim’s death. All my 

students – Sudanese, Congolese, Eritrean, Egyptian, Syrian, Afghan – visited Durriya and 

her children to pay their respects. Per Sudanese traditions, only the women were allowed 

to see Durriya, while the men held a separate mourning ceremony outside the apartment; 

the men, however, could offer their condolences to Durriya from one side of a black sheet 

hung to maintain her privacy. Though Ayda was the main organizer, Aline also assisted. 

By sharing this story, I hope to illuminate how close-knit my class was, and how particular 

students were leaders both in and out of class. This story is just one of many where my 

students from such varied backgrounds were brought together by their shared humanity, 

and, in class, by their common desires to learn English and literacy. 

Didi 

Didi lived at the same apartment complex as Aline and Ayda. Didi worked at a car wash 

and attended class on her days off. Like many of my other students, Didi was actively 

engaged in class, and eager to learn. She is Congolese. 

Fadhil 

Fadhil was one of my newer students in class. He had two children with him in the United 

States, but they did not live with him. After he was resettled from Syria via Turkey, Fadhil 

attended class for a very short while (with another teacher), then he became employed and 

stopped attending class. Health problems, however, forced him to quit his job; at that time, 

he returned to classes. These health issues sometimes prevented him from attending class, 
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but he came to class as much as he was able to. Fadhil was also quite excited to volunteer 

to participate in the interviews. He was quiet in class, but always very eager to volunteer 

to write on the board; he often worked with Mewael and Rahim in class, and was not 

hesitant to also work with other Arabic speakers such as Ayda. 

Felicien 

Felicien attended the class at Center A that I had taught before I moved to Center B. Though 

Felicien was never one of my students, he was always eager to volunteer to participate in 

interviews. I interviewed him for two other studies related to my dissertation. A topic that 

repeatedly arose during interviews with Felicien was his loneliness, particularly his 

frustration with feeling alone everywhere – at home, at his resettlement agency, and in his 

class. Felicien lived at an apartment complex where there were not very many refugee-

background students; this contributed to his feelings of isolation. He also was one of very 

few Central African Republic refugees, and while in my class at Center B I did have some 

students from the Central African Republic that I would have been happy to put him in 

contact with, they were not French speakers. The interviews, however, illuminated 

Felicien’s loneliness and the interpreter and I were able to introduce him to some 

Congolese French speakers both in his class, and in the other class levels at Center A.  

Kabatesi 

From the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Kabatesi was also relatively new to my class, 

but unlike Fadhil, she was also relatively new to the United States. Like Annonciata, 

Kabatesi suffered from headaches. She was eager to learn, but became embarrassed easily 

in class, and only quietly asked for help from another student such as Aline, Katrin, Isaro, 
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or Prudence (some of whom advanced to a higher level class). Kabatesi preferred to speak 

with these students in Kinyarwanda. She also lived at the apartment complex near Center 

B. 

Mewael 

Mewael was the oldest participant that I interviewed. A farmer in Eritrea and later in Sudan, 

he was delighted to be able to attend formal school for the first time in his life. During his 

interview, the interpreter [a friend of Mewael’s] relayed to me what a skilled farmer 

Mewael was, saying, “Anything you want this guy to grow, he can grow it. From dust, it 

will grow. He’ll make it grow.” Mewael attended class every day; he had an exuberant 

personality and was keen to learn. He speaks Tigrinya, Arabic, and, when asked, would 

say “I speak [a] little English” as he held his thumb and forefinger a very small distance 

apart. He did not live at the apartment complex where my most of my students at Center B 

lived, and yet he was the de facto father of the class, and my “Eritrean grandfather.” His 

excitement for learning – supported by his successes as a determined farmer – coupled with 

his open, generous personality easily earned him these titles. 

Runihura 

Runihura attended a morning class at Center A; Runihura was never my student. He had 

been a farmer in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and then in Rwanda. 

Sepideh 

Sepideh is a widow from Afghanistan. She was resettled in the United States with her five 

children and her mother-in-law. Sepideh’s mother-in-law was in her 70s or 80s and had 

numerous health ailments. Her mother-in-law attended classes with Sepideh for a short 
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while, but found the new environments of the U.S., school, and English to be overwhelming 

for her. Sepideh lived at another apartment complex on the western side of town where 

refugee-background students lived; this apartment complex is not within walking distance 

of Center B. She took two different buses each way every day to attend class. Sepideh 

attended class regularly; she was a dedicated and eager student, one who, much like most 

of my students, was entering formal, school-based learning for the first time in her life. 

Most often Sepideh was the only Dari speaker in my class; she used many strategies to 

communicate with her peers, and seemed excited and proud of herself to be able to do so. 

She was also very meticulous, and willing both to try and to learn new things.  

Umamahoro  

Umamahoro is from the Democratic Republic of the Congo. She was a dedicated student 

who attended class every day (also walking to class from the nearby apartment complex), 

and one who was keen to learn. As her teacher, I considered her a model student29; it was 

a surprise, therefore, to learn in the interview that she was often overwhelmed by her 

thoughts, and her self-reported feelings of inadequacy as a student. Two of her nine 

children were resettled with her in the U.S., however the other seven were killed in Africa. 

She relayed to me during the interview that she had much anxiety from her past experiences 

in the Congo and in Uganda, and these were coupled with other stressors here in the United 

States (e.g., financial, linguistic, cultural, etc.). Despite these thoughts, Umamahoro was a 

committed student who was willing to work individually and in groups (with students who 

 
 
29 This is not to say that many, if not most of my students are excellent students. It is merely to note an 
incongruity between what I observed in class, and she herself felt. 
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speak her language and who speak other languages), happy to ask her teacher or other 

students for clarification, and open to learning via a variety of different approaches. 

Urimana 

Urimana attended the same evening class at Center A that Felicien did. She had never been 

my student, but like Felicien, she had participated in other interviews with me. Urimana 

lived alone and did not discuss any family members (alive or deceased); she did, however, 

have a strong support network from the other Congolese students in her class, particularly 

the women. Urimana lived in an apartment complex where some other refugee-background 

students lived, but it was not the same complex on the western side of town where so many 

of my Center B students lived. This was one of her driving reasons for attending class, 

though she was also delighted and excited to attend school. 

Uwineza 

Uwineza also attended the evening class at Center A. She was not one of my students, and 

had not been a former student of mine. Uwineza is also from the Democratic Republic of 

the Congo. 

Zana 

Zana, like Annonciata, was one of my first students when I taught the evening class at 

Center A. Over the years, she continued to attend classes at Center A, but her attendance 

became sporadic once she gained employment as a housekeeper at a hotel. Her work hours 

changed weekly, thus affecting her ability to attend class regularly. When I was Zana’s 

teacher, she was eager to participate in class activities, and happy to have the chance to 

attend school as such opportunities were not afforded to her in Sudan, and later in Egypt. 
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Table 11. Semi-Structured Interview Participant Demographics. 

 
 
 

Language, Literacy, and Educational Experiences 

Each interview began with a series of questions to learn more about the participants’ prior 

educational, language, and literacy experiences, as well as their current experiences. This 

part was guided by the following question: 

1) How might students’ prior and current literacy experiences and 
practices, and beliefs about literacy, school, and English affect their 
understandings of multimodal assessment texts, and their 
engagement with such texts? 
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In the following section, I discuss these results. This data was coded by theme; for 

example, themes of frustration, embarrassment, appreciation, delight, familial (child or 

adult) assistance, and no assistance were noted among the five subtopics of literacy 

practices, test effect on the student, test effect on feelings about school, opinions on reading 

and writing, and views of English. 

Literacy Practices 

In the interviews, participants were asked about their literacy practices outside of their 

classes. Specifically, per each participant’s familial composition, participants were asked 

if they were reading and/or writing with anyone in their family, if they were reading and/or 

writing outside of class, or if they helped their children or grandchildren with their 

homework either in their home country or country of asylum, or since their arrival in the 

United States. Most participants’ responses showed that they were neither reading nor 

writing when they were not in class, and that they were not helping their children or 

grandchildren with their homework. For example, Urimana said, “No. I am not really 

writing or reading at home. I do only listen here at the school,” and Runihura said, “How 

can I help them? I don't know how to read. So only to tell them to wake up early to go. And 

tell them to go to shower and then to go to school. That was my help.” Runihura’s notion 

of how he helped his children was echoed by other participants as well. For instance, 

Sepideh said, “The only help I could do for them, I did the chores, and I let them study. I 

just always checked on them and tried to make sure that they study. … And parent meeting, 

when I went to their schools, instead I asked them questions. They were so thankful and 

appreciated that I try for my children.” These participants are therefore helping their 

children with their homework and reading/writing by supporting them in other ways. While 
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the repeated notions of self-proclaimed inability appear in their statements, these were also 

bolstered by a level of awareness of the importance of other means of support, particularly 

means which these parents knew they were capable of. Others were using their children or 

grandchildren as a resource for helping themselves learn. Umamahoro echoed others’ 

statements while also noting the help she was receiving from someone much younger than 

her, saying “I have one grandson of seven years; he can teach me, but me, I cannot. He is 

teaching me [reading and writing].” Similarly, Uwineza said, “How can I help, myself I 

don’t know. The eldest help the youngest; [they help me] if they are just showing me 

something.” Finally, Kabatesi noted her youngest son as a resource, “In America, no [I 

don’t help], because I don't speak English. I don't know. I cannot help. … I have one child 

who is in the nine grade; he's helping me at home. I show him what I learn, and just he help 

me to well understand.”  

Test Effect on the Student 

With an intent to discover participants’ beliefs and experiences with these assessments, 

each participant was asked how they feel when they take these tests. Responses varied; 

they included ambivalence, courage and resilience, frustration, and appreciation. Some 

respondents like Sepideh were ambivalent, but also a little nervous about the testing 

process, saying “Just I feel it's now test time, and I was not sure that I can answer it. I didn't 

feel any things. Just I know that our teacher giving our test. A little bit we become nervous, 

just a little bit.” In contrast, some participants stated that they were not scared by the tests. 

Urimana, for instance, very emphatically stated “No, I don’t have a fear. Fear are for old. 

They cannot beat me.” Urimana’s statement is layered with feelings of resilience, as she 

intimated that fears are in her past, but she will continue to be triumphant.  
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Others like Umamahoro reported feelings of anger, but also a strong desire to learn 

and continue learning: “I cannot answer those questions. I can't. I do not understand. I wish, 

but I can't. I'm very, very angry because I do not know how to read. I wish I could read all 

this. I try to learn how to read. Really, I am very, very eager to know to read, but still, have 

problems.” This frustration was echoed by Fadhil who said, “I can know which letter is 

that, but I cannot put them together to know the meaning,” however, instead of being angry 

with the testing process, he valued it because it was “a kind of thing to put me to learning.” 

Likewise, many of the other participants responded by saying that they appreciated the 

process of the assessment. For instance, Didi stated, “I appreciate it because I just want to 

measure my level and I want to learn and succeed.” Mewael noted a similar feeling, saying 

that he was “happy because I will know where I am, and then I can understand. If I 

understand it, I’ll be happy. If I don’t understand, you’ll teach me.” This also highlighted 

his conception of the relationship between teacher and student, showing his trust in the 

teacher’s ability to help students not only learn, but also understand.  

These final responses are where there is a disconnect between the perceived uses 

of the test, and the actual uses of the test. Teachers in the program do not share the test 

scores with the students, and do not review the tests with either individual students or the 

class as a whole to discuss strengths and weaknesses. This is partially due to the fact that 

the program has just the one version of the test that they use, so if it was reviewed as a form 

of positive washback (Brown & Abeywickrama, 2010), teachers could inadvertently be 

teaching to the test and preparing their students to memorize the elements of this particular 

test. Further complicating this process of assessment in this program, the teachers are not 

the ones who evaluate the tests. Instead the tests are graded by the administrative assistant, 
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who, as was mentioned earlier in the dissertation, does not have any formal training in 

either education or in assessment. The most information a teacher receives from the 

administrative assistant is a list with all their students’ scores. These scores are then sent 

to the Arizona Refugee Resettlement Program overseen by the Department of Economic 

Security as part of the requirements for the program’s continued funding. Thus, there is a 

breakdown between what students think the tests are being used for, specifically in how 

they assume their teachers are using the test results and scores, and how those scores are 

actually being used. This is not to say that the teachers do not have access to the completed 

assessments; they can review their students’ assessments at any time as the administrative 

assistant retains them in a file folder in the main office, and yet it does show a distancing 

between the teachers and the assessment process. This distancing can also be problematic 

because if teachers are not teaching content similar to what is on the test, or not teaching 

the particular types of test genre elements or multimodal components used in this text, then 

it could perhaps be further frustrating students as they do not feel prepared to even take 

this assessment, as exemplified by Umamahoro’s statement of frustration above.  

These results have implications within the broader context of the purpose of testing 

in general. Ideally a test would serve dual purposes: for teachers to measure their students’ 

progress, and for funding sources to have quantifiable metrics. This dual purpose, however, 

could yield an additional level of stress for students if they were aware that their scores 

were being sent to a higher power who would use them to make financial decisions which 

would directly affect their language and literacy learning (e.g., the availability of programs 

and classes). Moreover, Test A (the original test in use by the program) does not appear to 

be written or administered for such a dual purpose, but only for program metrics. The 
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fundamental question then concerns transparency on the part of the test administrators and 

teachers, and a consideration for how such transparency may affect the engagement of 

students with this test. 

Test Effect on Feelings about School 

In addition to uncovering participants’ feelings about completing the program’s 

assessments, I was also curious to learn how these assessments may affect the participants’ 

outlook on school in general. Because 11 of the 14 participants were engaging in formal, 

school-based learning for the first time in their lives, and the other three were returning to 

school as adults, many years since they had first attended school as children, I was 

interested in understanding how the act of assessment may color their perceptions of and 

engagement in formal education. This curiosity was also due to my personal experiences 

as a teacher where some students took one of the tests and then did not return to the program 

(as noted in the introduction), or where some students refused to even complete the test. 

In general, their responses fell into two categories, both of which were underscored 

by an appreciation for school: 1) feelings of inadequacy as students and/or adult learners, 

or 2) no negative effect on their attendance and participation in school. Kabatesi noted 

feelings of inadequacy from her performance on the tests, and its effects on her perception 

of herself as an adult learner, “I do like too much school. Even now [though] I’m not feeling 

good because I did not study. [About the test,] I feel good and I am eager to know, but now 

I’m feeling that it was a big mistake to not go to school long ago.” In a similar vein, Fadhil 

stated that outside of school he felt embarrassed that he was learning as an adult, but he 

appreciated the atmosphere and environment in his class, “In fact I feel happy with the test, 

but the thing is, outside the school I feel myself smaller because I don’t want help from 
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anyone, I want to depend on myself to educate myself; I feel shy because according to my 

age it’s kind of shameful to ask younger ones what is this, or with a question. But I don’t 

feel shy inside the school because all the students are the same level as me.” On the other 

hand, the tests were a motivator for Umamahoro to continue attending classes, saying “For 

me, because I cannot read, I cannot answer these question, but I prefer to stay [in school] 

until I master how to read.” Both Zana and Mewael expressed happiness and appreciation 

for school. Zana stated that the tests do not affect her gratitude for school, “I love school 

and I wish if I can read and write. I never feel scared [by the tests], but I am worried about 

my writing, it’s not that good. Otherwise I love school.” Mewael referenced his 

thankfulness for being able to attend school at the age of 74, saying, “Education, it's good. 

It's school. Just like a heaven. I wish I was a kid. Maybe I can learn a little more, but I 

never had a chance to do so,” and he indicated that his performance on these tests did not 

negatively impact his perception of school.  

What is striking is the feelings of inadequacy or feelings of inability that arise from 

taking these tests, and yet one point I hope to make clear in my research is that the reason 

why some students may not be able to answers these questions is because the tests were 

poorly devised, with numerous assumptions underlying their very design, not necessarily 

because the students do not have the knowledge. There is a fine line between students 

appropriately recognizing their skills and knowledge, and students not recognizing that the 

meaning(s) they are making is valid, but potentially not valued or in turn misunderstood 

by others. 

 

 



257 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Opinions on Reading and Writing 

When asked how they felt about reading and writing, participants’ responses were of three 

sorts: 1) joy in learning how to read and write, 2) frustration with their self-proclaimed 

inability to understand what they read and/or write, or 3) pride in their writing, but also an 

awareness of not being able to understand. Sepideh discussed her delight in attending 

school and becoming literate, saying “I just try to learn reading and writing. I'm happy 

when I'm in the class. In two-hour classes, the happiest moment in my day. So I'm not 

happy at home. It's life issues. … Class is a safe place to come and forget about that and 

learn.” For her, learning how to read and write was a way to escape some of the difficulties 

she faces outside the classroom (a sick mother-in-law, being a single parent, taking her 

children to numerous appointments, etc.). Other students like Urimana and Fadhil noted 

that even though their pace of learning was slow, they were still very happy with their 

progress. Fadhil said, “If I learned even a single letter, I feel happy,” and Urimana said, 

“I’m very happy. I just work it slowly and I think I will succeed.” 

 Some students, however, again expressed frustration with the learning process. In 

contrast to Sepideh, Umamahoro found that her outside pressures made her feel defeated 

and overwhelmed in class, saying “To write, I can write, but to connect letters to provide a 

meaningful word, it’s a problem. It’s very painful. To learn, I can learn, but in my mind, I 

have a lot of things, maybe those things are those that really prevent me to learn faster. … 

The problems are adding, adding, adding.” For Umamahoro, the burdens of having seven 

of her nine children killed in Africa, and the difficulties that her other two children face 

here in the United States were not things which she could forget through learning how to 

read and write; instead, they encumbered her reading and writing. Didi also stated that she 
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can write, “but to connect the letters together to make a sentence or a group of word with 

meaning, [I] did not yet really succeed. Really, I do not feel good because my wishes was 

to know how to make a correct sentence.” Didi’s attitude reflects a feeling of defeat at not 

being able to write meaningful content, and this defeatism is not balanced by recognizing 

and celebrating her new skills of holding a pencil, forming letters, knowing letter names, 

and all the other aspects of print awareness that she now knows. Zana and Annonciata, on 

the other hand, were delighted by their newly gained writing abilities, but this was also 

coupled with their awareness that while they could form letters well, they did not know 

what the words or sentences meant. Zana simply asserted, “I love school, I love writing, 

but I don’t know how to write and read.” While Annonciata’s response of “To write, I can 

write. I enjoy writing, but when I'm writing, you can think that I'm really very good, but I 

cannot read what I'm writing,” also illuminated her perception that others may think she 

could comprehend what she has written because her handwriting is nice30, and that this 

may be a tension between others’ perception of her ability and her own knowledge of, and 

pride in, her ability. 

 This knowledge of students’ opinions on, and experiences with, reading and writing 

is important because it not only illuminates these practices in general, but also provides a 

window into how they interact with assessments as these mindsets may influence their 

interaction and engagement.  

 

 
 
30 A similar disjoint occurs when a non-native speaker has excellent pronunciation that conveys the 
impression of knowing more of the language than they do. 
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Views of English 

Finally, because students from this population are learning literacy and English at the same 

time, their views of English were also explored. There was less convergence of viewpoints 

for this question; a larger variety of responses were given ranging from anger and 

embarrassment to positive motivation. Ayda noted that she feels upset when she cannot 

communicate in English, “but when you communicate even with the small things, that will 

make you happy;” thus though she recognized her feelings of discontent, she also 

celebrated her victories. Students who did not acknowledge small accomplishments instead 

focused on feelings of embarrassment. Didi highlighted the sense of disappointment in her 

English language learning, saying “When other people are speak English and I do not 

understand, I feel very it’s a pity for me because I wish to know and to understand what 

other people are saying.” Likewise, Kabatesi remarked that she needs someone who can 

translate for her in her language, and that “It’s painful for me,” thereby intimating her belief 

that she should be able to speak more English, or that she has somehow failed herself. 

Aline’s frustration with her knowledge of the English language was focused on her spoken 

skills, and her responsibilities outside of school that she believes hinder her learning; “… 

Even if I understand, I cannot answer. If I miss a class because I don’t find someone to 

keep my child, I feel very bad. I feel unhappy because I lose something.” 

 A different sort of frustration was felt by Runihura who was not dissatisfied with 

his comprehension skills, but by a disconnect between what is taught in the classroom and 

external pressures and requirements of English knowledge. He stated, “About English, 

what I know is just the body parts. [That is what] they taught us. … But right here, to get 

the job, you have to go through interview and if you don’t know how to speak English, it’s 



260 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

a problem. … You may not understand what they are talking about because you don’t know 

English. That’s the importance of English.” Thus, while Runihura and his classmates had 

been taught the words for body parts should they have a need for medical attention, that 

content was not valued by Runihura as he faced other demands that he believed were more 

pressing.  

 Finally, some participants’ feelings about English were related to motivation by 

their teacher. Mewael remarked “I'm getting a little bit better right now, but the language, 

English by itself is a tough language, but you are a very motivator. You are very hard 

worker, and you even though we don't understand, you try to make us to understand it. And 

I'm very happy to be a student, to learn whatever I can.” Similarly, Sepideh said “I just try 

to learn. … The nurse, she visit at home. She always tell me that, ‘Your English is getting 

better.’ And she's happy about it, and I always say, ‘It's all about our teachers.’ All class 

love you, and I love you. You try to understand us by telling, but if we don't understand, 

you writing on the boards [and try more].”31 The responses of Mewael and Sepideh reveal 

that while English is a difficult language, they are motivated and supported in their 

classroom settings. 

This knowledge of how students think about English provides a window for 

understanding how they may engage with assessment texts, but also how they may 

approach English class, and the role of the teacher to encourage and motivate them.  

 
 
31 Both Mewael and Sepideh were students of the researcher, and while it may be argued that their 
responses were put forth with such opinions due to power relations of teacher/researcher and 
student/participant, many of the other participants were also current or former students of the researcher, 
and their responses were not of this sort. 
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Ultimately, the findings reported on here regarding literacy practices, test effects, 

and opinions and attitudes about literacy and English provide a context and framing for 

understanding students’ meaning-making and engagement with assessment texts. The 

remainder of this chapter focuses on just that.  

 

Self-Articulated Meaning-Making Processes in Multimodal Assessment Texts 

In this section I discuss the participant responses concerning how they understood the 

multimodal assessment texts. The specific questions that guided this part of the chapter are:  

1) How does this population articulate their understanding of the 
various multimodal elements used in the design of the three 
assessment texts? That is, what do they understand, and how does 
this understanding emerge? 
 

2) What sorts of strategies are participants using to make meaning? 
 

3) What types of multimodal components, and sorts of visual design 
do participants prefer? And why? 

 
The research examined both how they make meaning from the texts, and how they 

articulate this meaning-making. A variety of questions from the original assessment, Test 

A, and both experimental assessments, Test B and Test C, are considered. While Chapter 

6 focused on meaning-making through productive writing, this chapter considers meaning-

making regarding multimodal elements and components as elicited in interviews. Many of 

the test questions covered here were not discussed in Chapter 6 because they seemed 

innocuous or uninteresting based on what students wrote (or did not write), but they became 

interesting in the interviews. This difference in focus reveals why it was important to do 

semi-structured interviews which provided a new layer of understanding this population’s 

meaning-making processes.  



262 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

The data was analyzed according to points of convergence and divergence; the 

analysis was a metafunctional analysis, however there was also an emergent thematic 

analysis as I investigated themes of how participants discussed the metafunctions and the 

multimodal elements and components used within them. I relied on Kress and van 

Leeuwen’s (2006) uptake of the terms icon, index, and symbol from Peirce (1867). In the 

analysis, I also considered Peirce’s (1867) triadic relation of representamen, object, and 

interpretant. In some cases, per the icon-index-symbol typology, the representamens were 

analyzed to determine how the object was represented or signified. Finally, the 

interpretants (the meaning or interpretation) as stated by the individual participants were 

analyzed.  

It is important to note that the meaning of a representamen is created by the 

interpretation of those using it; thus, an interpretant is the sense that a person makes out of 

a representamen or sign. Applying this concept to the texts at hand, the analysis examined 

how the multimodal components used in the design of the texts may have been intended to 

be read as primarily iconic, indexical, and/or symbolic representamens/signs, but each 

participant’s interpretation may have differed from this intent. Similarly, per Kress and van 

Leeuwen’s grammar of visual design, narrative and conceptual images may have been 

intended to be read in one way, while participants may have interpreted them differently. 

This holds true as well for the layout of the text from a textual composition standpoint. 

Thus, the focus of this analysis is on the relationship between signs and interpretants; 

specifically, how the participants understand the signs used in these multimodal texts.  

 In the following sections, I discuss the participant responses by test genre element 

and/or multimodal component. In some instances, more than one multimodal component 
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is discussed as the elements are composed of numerous components, and each page is 

composed of numerous elements and components. When possible, I compare responses per 

different types of components as used on the various assessments. It must also be noted 

that not all participants were asked all the interview questions as some interviews were 

unexpectedly shorter than others due to participants’ schedules or other outside constraints. 

Directions: Form 

Original assessment – Test A. On Test A, two participants said the clipart image 

[pen] at the top of the form (see Appendix B, p. 337: Test A, p. 1) was an insect, and 12 

participants said it was a pen or pencil (see Table 12). Of the two who said it was an insect, 

they both believed that the words to the right of the image were describing the insect; for 

instance, Umamahoro said, “…these letters are the name of this insect … because it’s 

near.” They both also did not see a relationship between the insect and the words describing 

it, and the other elements on the page. Additionally, neither of them understood why the 

words Fill out the form were bolded; Kabatesi stated “This is black color, I don’t know 

[why the bolding is here].” Umamahoro and Kabatesi made meaning here in unexpected 

ways as they understood the image as an insect, but did not understand why an image of 

an insect was on this page, why the words describing it were bolded, and how that 

multimodal ensemble was related to the rest of the page. In this way, they understood the 

image as iconic, but not indexical or symbolic, nor did they understand the socio-cultural 

semiotic meaning of bolding used for emphasis in written words.  
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Table 12. Participant Responses to the Clipart Pen on Test A. 

Interpretation of Object Number of Participants (n = 14) 
Do not understand what the image is 2 participants = 14% 
Believe the image is a pen (or pencil) 12 participants = 86% 

 
 

12 participants understood the clipart image as a pen (or pencil), with eight of them 

believing it to be iconic and symbolic, representing both a physical pen and the act of 

writing, and indexical, referencing that some sort of writing should be done on this paper. 

For instance, Annonciata stated, “That is a pen. This was written by a pen. The relation 

here you take this pen, to write here you use this pen. No, I cannot use [that pen] now, but 

because it’s here, if you give me a pen, I can write here.” Of those eight, only one 

understood that the pen, written directions, and other words on the page were directing her 

to write her name and other information in the blanks; Aline said “That is a pen … there’s 

a relationship of writing. … For example, I will put my name here.” Seven of these eight 

participants said they did not know what they should write because, as Sepideh said, “I 

understand the picture, but I cannot read [the words].” Others, like Urimana believed they 

were supposed to copy the words on the page, “You use this pen to write from here and go 

back to here. You put letters, alphabet, copy this word and you copy. You copy, you copy.” 

This interpretation of copying could be linked to copying exercises, or listen and repeat 

oral exercises in class. Thus, from these multimodal elements, these participants 

understood that the pen was intimating the act of writing, and that this writing should be 

completed on this page, but the majority of them either did not know what to write, or 

believed they should write something other than what was expected.  

 In contrast, four participants understood the image as iconic and symbolic, thus it 

represented a physical pen and represented writing as an action, but they made no indexical 
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connection between this image and the rest of the page, or what was expected of them as 

test-takers. Felicien, for instance, said “They use this pen to write this word [the words Fill 

out the form], but for this (pointing to the rest of the page) there’s no relation. No relation 

at all.” Uwineza stated “This is just a sign of a pen; does not mean that you can write.” 

These interpretations show that these participants are understanding this multimodal 

ensemble as something separate from the other elements on the page. Specifically, these 

responses seem to suggest that these participants are interpreting the image literally, as a 

pen – one which cannot be used to write on this test because it is only an image. 

 Finally, like Kabatesi and Umamahoro above, most participants said they did not 

know why the words Fill out the form were bolded. Ayda did not recognize the bolding 

and saw no difference between the bolded words of the directions and the other words on 

the page, saying, “It’s look like the same to me, there is no dark. It is all the same except 

that each words are different than other, but there is no dark or light.” Only Didi ascribed 

some meaning to the bolding, saying that she thought the words were dark because they 

were describing the image next to it. This hypothesis signifies her belief that (descriptive) 

words near images are bolded, but also reveals that she does not understand bolding as part 

of a social semiotic norm for denoting directions, headings, etc. on assessment texts. 

These responses also illuminate how hints that were intended to be helpful (and 

perhaps assumed to be obvious and well-known) – including an image of a pen should test-

takers not be able to read the words of the directions, and using bolding to differentiate 

between directions and other words on the page – were in fact not helpful for all the 

participants. Furthermore, the symbolic nature of the pen may have proven problematic for 

the participants because while the act of writing was intimated through the symbolism, 
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there was no example of what sort of response was expected. The unexpected 

interpretations of an insect, unexpected belief that this was a copying exercise, unexpected 

lack of connection between the pen and the rest of the page, and/or unexpected non-

understanding of the implied directive of the directions have serious implications for those 

who evaluate these assessments as the meaning that participants make directly affects how 

they respond on assessments, and this meaning-making may not be valued or recognized.  

Experimental assessment – Test B. In contrast to the clipart image of the original 

assessment, Test B contained a photograph of a hand writing with a pen on a piece of 

paper32 (see Appendix B, p. 343: Test B, p. 1, focus on directions). 11 participants were 

asked how they understood the image. 10 of them understood it as some sort of combination 

of a pen and a hand, a pen and writing, or writing. One participant, however, understood it 

as a paper that somebody was reading (see Table 13). Because 10 of the 11 recognized the 

pen, and one recognized the paper, and no one interpreted the image as an insect or 

something else very unrelated to the image, it can be concluded that the photograph was 

easier for participants to recognize in the expected way than a clipart image of a pen. 

 
Table 13. Participant Responses to the Photograph of a Hand Writing on Test B. 

Interpretation of Image Number of Participants (n = 11) 
Believe the image is a person reading a piece of paper 1 participant = 9% 
Believe the image is a pen and hand; a pen and 
writing; or writing 

10 participants = 91% 

 
  

Regarding why the image of a hand writing was put at the top of a page on this 

assessment text, four participants said they did not know, two related the hand writing to 

 
 
32 This image was used on a few pages of the assessment, including page 7 above the short free write. 
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the image of the doctor that was below it33, and five believed the image was there to show 

them what they should do on the page. Didi explained it clearly when she said “That is a 

person writing. [It is on the page] so you can give me an example like I will be doing.” 

Thus, 7 of the 11 participants related the image to other content on the page, thereby locally 

making meaning of these multimodal elements. This was a higher number of participants 

than made such a connection with the clipart image on Test A. What is interesting about 

these responses, however, is that Aline continued to be the only participant who understood 

that while the example symbolized the act of writing, she, as the test-taker was expected to 

connect that action to the content specified in each question – “The pen is to fill in here. 

There you put your names.” While Didi stated that the image was meant as an example, it 

was not meant as an example for what specifically she should respond with (e.g., a name), 

but how in general she should respond (by writing). The distinction between what and how 

will be discussed further with the next example. 

 One additional component that was tried on this experimental assessment was the 

use of a circle graphic device as both an example and an implicit directive in the question34 

(see Appendix B, p. 343: Test B, p. 1, focus on circle graphic device in Item #3 [gender] 

and Item #4 [phone type]). This differs from the previously discussed multimodal 

component of the hand writing because it does not symbolize an action, but instead 

exemplifies a specific product. Instead of representing the act of writing, it demonstrates, 

through example, what specific writing product should be produced. Of the six participants 

 
 
33 Mewael and Zana were asked about this image in reference to page 7. Their responses support the 
conclusion from this section, however, so it has been retained in the analysis. 
34 The graphic device of the circle was also tested in directions; see Test B Item #6, p. 1 for an example. 
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who were asked about this graphic device, two did not know what it was and did not 

understand why it was on the page, three understood it as a circle but did not know why it 

was on the page, and one understood it as a circle that was serving as an example for how 

she should respond to the question (see Table 14). 

 
Table 14. Participant Responses to the Graphic Device of the Circle on Test B. 

Interpretation of Graphic Device Number of Participants (n = 6) 
Do not understand what the graphic device is 2 participants = 33% 
Believe the graphic device is a circle 4 participants = 67% 

 
 

For example, Runihura said, “That is just a circle. I don’t know [why it is here.]”, 

while Aline said, “Here they show that they put letters in a circle. It means … they tell you 

put this; if I get right, I will circle.” These responses reveal that while the majority of 

participants recognized the circle, they were uncertain about its purpose on the page, 

thereby not making a connection between this written graphic device and the other 

components of the question. Thus, the what of the response (the written circle) was 

indicated in these implicit directions, but most participants interpreted this graphic device 

at face value, as a circle only. This suggests a failure of recognizing the dialogic nature of 

this symbol. A different way of looking at this is to say that most participants recognized 

the circle as an icon (an icon of a circle that could be written by anyone, anywhere), but 

not as an index referencing the specific type of response they were expected to provide.  

Directions & Question Design: Multiple Choice  

The next multimodal test genre element under consideration is design of the directions, 

question, and answer of a multiple-choice question type. In particular, the focus here is on 

a multiple-choice question from the original assessment, Test A. I was again curious to see 
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how participants understood the iconic directions of the circled checkmark, as well as their 

relationship to it. I also investigated how participants understood the other various 

components of this specific multiple-choice question. 

Original assessment – Test A. Item #11 [time] on page 2 of Test A has a set of 

directions with a clipart checkmark, the words What time is it?, and three answer choices 

with indexical boxes (see Appendix B, p. 338: Test A, p. 2). Participants were asked how 

they understood the image in the directions, as well as how they understood it to the rest 

of the page. Responses are shown in Table 15.  

 
Table 15. Participant Responses to the Clipart Checkmark on Test A. 

Interpretation of Image Number of Participants (n = 14) 
Do not understand what the image is 3 participants = 21% 
Believe the image is a clock or watch35 3 participants = 21% 
Believe the image is a pen 1 participant = 7% 
Believe the image is a circle 1 participant = 7% 
Believe the image is a bird or an eagle 2 participants = 14% 
Believe the image is a tick or checkmark 4 participants = 29% 

 
 

One theme that emerged in these responses was one of defeat with participants like 

Annonciata saying, “There now, the problems is I cannot read, so I cannot know [what this 

is],” or Urimana who said “That is a watch, and yes there is a relation [between the 

elements] but I don’t know how to read.” These both exemplify an ideology of literacy that 

the reading of images was equal to the reading of words. In other words, they viewed the 

reading of images and the reading of words both as symbolic, and not as iconic or indexical. 

 
 
35 It must be noted that during the interview, the other elements of the page were covered when asking 
participants how they understood one specific image. Thus, the image of the clock in Item #11 was not 
visible when these participants responded saying they understood the circled checkmark as a clock or a 
watch.  
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 In general, the way they understood the relationship of these directions to the rest 

of the page was similar to what was discussed above – not seeing a relationship, making 

an attempt to connect the image to other elements, or (successfully) reading the image of a 

circled checkmark as an indexical icon that provided a specific example of what type of 

written response was expected. One striking response was from Zana who believed that the 

circled checkmark was a clock, and that an image of a clock was at the top of the page 

“maybe because the test is timing; for example at 8:00 we need to finish the test.” In this 

way, Zana read this image as not only an icon (it looked like a clock to her), but also as an 

index (it was referencing the activity she was completing, and reminding her that she 

needed to finish at a certain time), and symbolic (as it was referencing the idea of time in 

general). This response illuminates that while she was actively reading the various 

multimodal elements on the page and making sense out of them, her interpretation of them 

was unexpected. 

 Regarding the design of a multiple-choice question, exclusive of the directions 

above it, 13 out of the 14 participants understood the image (the clock face) in the question 

as a clock or a watch. The responses about the design of the multimodal ensemble of the 

multiple-choice question type were varied (see Table 16). Participants were asked how they 

understood the components both separately and together, and how they would respond to 

this multimodal ensemble in writing. Without asking leading questions, I was seeking to 

discover if they could articulate what was a question and what was an answer, and how 

they distinguished these elements. 
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Table 16. Participant Responses to the Multimodal Design of a Multiple-Choice Question 
on Test A. 

Interpretation of Multimodal Design Number of Participants (n = 14) 
Do not understand what the components are, or how to 
respond 

2 participants = 14% 

Believe the image references the idea of time, and that 
they should write their name on the line and check the 
box 

1 participant = 7% 

Believe the image is the question; see no relationship 
with other elements 

1 participant = 7% 

Believe the words of the answers are the question, and 
the boxes are for writing a word in; see no relationship 
to image 

1 participant = 7% 

Believe boxes demarcate answers, and that the hours 
should be written in one box, the minutes in another, 
and the seconds in another 

2 participants = 14% 

Believe boxes demarcate answers, but do not know 
how to respond 

3 participants = 21% 

Believe boxes demarcate answers, and that a check 
mark should be made in one box, and Xs in the other 
boxes 

1 participant = 7% 

Believe boxes demarcate answers, and that check 
marks should be made in those boxes 

3 participants = 21% 

  
 

These responses reveal how complex this multimodal ensemble actually is, and 

how a substantial amount of both test genre element knowledge and multimodal component 

knowledge is needed to read and answer it in the expected manner. Didi’s response is 

striking because it shows her understanding the idea of time much like Zana did in the 

previous example, yet Didi’s response is not related to the act of taking the test, but instead 

her presence in class. Didi pointed to the dividing line under the question-and-answer 

ensemble and said, “This is where I will write. I will put my name. I will put here and then 

I will put the time to mean that I here [in class].” She also pointed to the box closest to the 

clock and said, “In here I will tick to mean that I was already there.” Didi’s interpretation 
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of these components led her to believe this was not a (multiple-choice) question-and-

answer section of the test, but rather a section where she should fill out information about 

herself. 

 While participants like Aline said they would choose one answer and write a check 

mark in the box, both Fadhil and Mewael believed that all three boxes should be written 

in. Mewael said, “Right now 7:30 … so you have to put them somewhere. [In the boxes] 

we put the hours, minutes, and the seconds.” This illuminated his understanding of what 

was the question and where the answer should be written, as well as his understanding of 

the relationship between the image and the boxes, but also showed that he did not make a 

connection between the boxes and the words to the left of the boxes. Finally, in contrast, 

Felicien was focused only on the image, and saw no relationship between the question, 

image, and answers, saying “There is no relationship; I see here there is hours, minutes, 

and second. I see now it’s 7:30 only.” 

 Responses to this question-and-answer ensemble showed participants’ various 

interpretations of icons, indices, and symbols, which in turn affected their meaning-

making. Knowledge of how participants understand the different components utilized in 

the design of multiple-choice questions can inform how such question types are designed; 

for some, the boxes were a helpful hint, while others made meaning in unexpected ways. 

Additionally, if students associate the graphic device of the box with an answer, and 

associate boxes as something that must be written in (with words or with checkmarks), this 

has profound implications for constructions like that of Item #8 [phone number] on Test A 

where the majority of participants stated in their interviews that they believed they should 

tick in the box – indicating “none” – even if they wrote their phone number on the line. 
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Narrative Image 

While the previous images discussed have been iconic or symbolic, and decontextualized, 

the next focus of this chapter is on narrative images. Narrative images tell a story through 

vectors, and can also utilize Possessive Attributes to provide additional information about 

the people, places, or actions depicted in the image. This section concerns two images of 

banks (one clipart and one photograph), and two images of hospitals (one line drawing and 

one photograph). 

Original assessment – Test A: Clipart. Participants were asked how they 

understood the clipart symbols of dollar signs above the image of a bank, as well as how 

they understood the image itself – what/where they thought was being shown, whom they 

saw in the image, and how/if they understood the symbols above the image in conjunction 

with the image (see Appendix B, p. 340: Test A, p. 4, focus on Item #21). Responses to the 

clipart symbols above the image are in Table 17, while responses to the narrative image 

are in Table 18. 

Regarding the dollar symbols, three participants understood them as the letter “S”. 

Their meaning-making was in relation to their newfound knowledge (as adult emergent 

readers) to orthographic signs; however, they did not see a relationship between those letter 

“S”s and the image below it. For example, Kabatesi said, “They wrote only S S S S S. … 

They might be a relation, but because I do not really understand [it], I don’t know how to 

explain.” Similarly, Zana understood the sign as a question mark, therefore using her 

knowledge of that written conventional orthographic symbol, but she did not make a 

connection between the dollar sign and the image below. Although she did not connect the 

dollar signs to the image, Zana was one of only two participants who understood the image 
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as representing a bank. Her meaning-making is therefore interesting because she 

interpreted the location based only on what she saw in the image, saying “Bank. The girl 

after the counter using the computer. And this one stay in line. She is in line. Because the 

bank use this line, you know.” For Zana, the defining characteristics of a bank were 

counters, computers, and people standing in lines. 

Five participants recognized the symbols as a dollar sign or something related to 

money, but only two of them related those signs to the image below them. Mewael, for 

instance, said, “That is a money sign. With those kind of signs, I don’t have any problem. 

They are working, and this person is telling them something. This probably some kind of 

money store36.” Mewael did not state, however, that this was a bank. 

 
Table 17. Participant Responses to Clipart Dollar Sign Image. 

Interpretation of Symbol Number of Participants (n = 14) 
Letter “S” 3 participants = 21% 
Question mark 1 participant = 7% 
Numbers  1 participant = 7% 
Boxes 1 participant = 7% 
Money sign 5 participants = 36% 
Do not understand or do not know 3 participants = 21% 

  
 

Participants interpreted the location depicted in the image in numerous ways, and 

described many different Possessive Attributes which led them to understand the image as 

they did. These are shown in Table 18. Of the 14 participants, only two interpreted this 

image as a bank. Of those two, only one, Aline, made a connection between the dollar signs 

 
 
36 For this question, the participant stated this location was a “money store.” With regards to the image in 
Figure 6, however, he defined the location as a bank. Due to this, “money store” has not been assumed here 
to mean “bank.” 
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above and the image below; she said, “They want to just count money and put the money 

here. I don’t know if it’s in the bank or at the DES (the Department of Economic Security), 

[but I think it is there] because this (the dollar signs) is just to show money.” Because DES 

provides cash assistance to many resettled refugees, it is interesting and significant that 

here Aline has linked money to with DES, thus revealing the associations she makes with 

the idea of money.  
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Table 18. Participant Responses to Clipart Bank Image. 
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Interpretation of 
Represented 
Location 

               

Doctor’s office  1              

House   1             

Market, shop    1 1 1          

Money store       1         

Office        1        

School         1       

Work site          1      

Bank           1 1    
Do not 
understand, or 
do not know 

            1 1 1 

n = 14 
  
 

The sheer variety of locations interpreted and Possessive Attributes identified 

illustrate the very ambiguous nature of this clipart narrative image. This, coupled with the 
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fact that only 2 of the 14 participants (Aline and Mewael) made any sort of connection 

between the dollar signs and the image, demonstrate that participants made meaning from 

this multimodal ensemble in unexpected ways. The meaning made has implications for 

how they would respond to the question; as this is a fill-in-the-blank type of question where 

additional hints are not provided in the way of answer choices, students are responsible for 

thinking of the correct answer themselves. Such an answer can only be determined if the 

student reads the image as it was expected to understood. Other answers, though they also 

demonstrate thought, comprehension, and meaning-making, may not be valued on a test. 

These results also have implications for the use of symbols in conjunction with an image 

to denote an additional layer of meaning in assessment design. While symbols and icons 

were discussed earlier in this chapter, what makes this particular usage of a symbol 

different is that it was not part of the directions, but an integral part of the question itself. 

Experimental assessment – Test B: Photograph. To investigate what type of 

narrative image would be more easily recognized as a bank by participants, Test B 

contained a photograph of two people exchanging money at a bank counter (see Appendix 

B, p. 348: Test B, p. 6, focus on Item #15). 

For this design, the responses were less varied (see Table 19). The majority of 

participants interpreted the image as a bank, with only three seeing another location, and 

one participant who did not understand what the image was representing. What is important 

to note, however, is that though these four participants did not see a bank, all participants, 

inclusive of these four, recognized money in the image, and included it in their response. 

For example, Runihura said, “That is a person – just touching his nose. It’s like at the clinic. 

… This is like it’s money.” Mewael also described the place and represented people and 
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items in his response, “That’s money. It’s a bank. The little window over there, either you 

give him the money, or he give you the money, and then you exchanging over there.”  

 
Table 19. Participant Responses to Photograph of Bank. 

Interpretation of Represented Location Number of Participants (n = 11) 
Clinic 1 participant = 9% 
Office 1 participant = 9% 
School 1 participant = 9% 
Bank 7 participants = 64% 
Do not understand or do not know 1 participant = 9% 

 
 
 The responses indicate that the use of a photograph with recognizable contextual 

details helped participants to interpret the image in expected ways. Additionally, by 

including the main identifying attribute of the place (the money) in the image itself, as 

opposed to above it as a separate component, participants were able to focus on that 

defining attribute.  

Original assessment – Test A: Line drawing. A second narrative image from Test 

A is also discussed in this chapter for two reasons: 1) it does not have an additional 

multimodal component added to it as the previous example did (the dollar signs), and 2) 

while the previous example was clipart, this example is a line drawing. This line drawing 

depicts a child in the hospital, with a doctor and a woman standing nearby (see Appendix 

B, p. 341: Test A, p. 5, focus on Item #25). Participants were asked how they understood 

the image – who or what they saw in it, and where it was happening. Responses to how the 

represented people or items are shown in Table 20.  
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Table 20. Participant Responses to Line Drawing of Hospital. 

Interpretation of Represented People and/or Items Number of Participants (n = 14) 
Children together, in a family 1 participant = 7% 
Kid being pushed in a stroller 1 participant = 7% 
Kids playing with the bed 1 participant = 7% 
Mom and kid 1 participant = 7% 
Motorcycle 1 participant = 7% 
People (in general) 2 participants = 14% 
People, and a camera 1 participant = 7% 
People fighting, holding each other’s hairs 1 participant = 7% 
People sitting 1 participant = 7% 
People studying with books 1 participant = 7% 
Policeman wearing a helmet 1 participant = 7% 
Sick patient in bed, 911 staff with hat 1 participant = 7% 
Do not understand or do not know 1 participant = 7% 

 
  

Much like the responses to the clipart bank image, there was a large variety of 

responses to this image concerning who or what was being represented in the image. Only 

one participant, Zana, interpreted this image as a sick person in bed, with hospital staff 

nearby, saying, “Patient. Sick. She is in bed. And this is the 911 staff, [I know this because] 

this is the hat.” Zana recognized the Possessive Attributes of the bed and the hat that 

indexed these represented people as a sick person and a doctor. Specifically, the hat indexes 

the person as a doctor, whose identity in turn indexes the child in the bed as a sick person. 

The other participants, however, used these same attributes to make different meanings. 

For example, Fadhil understood the doctor’s head mirror as indexing a policeman, saying 

“This look like a hat for police, in Syria and Turkey. [In U.S.] if they are driving the 

motorcycle they will put that helmet.” Didi interpreted the bed as a stroller or perhaps a 

wagon: “I see it’s like a small car with a kid they are pushing. … Like a stroller.” Another 

Possessive Attribute that was used to reference the child in bed as a patient in the hospital 
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was the teddy bear, but Umamahoro understood this as a camera. These responses are 

indicative of participants drawing on their lived experiences – in Syria and in Turkey, in 

the Congo or Rwanda or the U.S., with police, with children, and with doctors – to interpret 

these Possessive Attributes. 

 Finally, regarding the place where participants understood this narrative occurring, 

13 of the 14 participants said they did not know or did not understand where these people 

or items were, with most simply stating, “I don’t know where [this is/they are].” Only Zana 

understood this as a doctor’s clinic; she said, “… Doctor clinic. This one (the sign on the 

back wall), it’s like a cross. Emergency, emergency sign.” Her interpretation of the symbol 

of the Red Cross denoting a hospital setting, coupled with its placement on a wall chart, 

and the represented participants in the image led her to understand this narrative image as 

occurring in a medical facility. These elements, however, seemed to be unclear for the other 

participants of this study, or at least they did not see a discernible connection between them 

and the place. These results have important implications for how students respond to a 

short answer question like this since much of what is expected in a short answer relies on 

understanding the people, items, and/or actions in an image, as well as, potentially, 

knowledge of the location. Otherwise, very general answers such as Annonciata’s response 

of “I see pictures of people, persons,” could be written as an answer, and a broad response 

like this may not be assessed highly on a test. 

Experimental assessment – Test B: Photograph. On Test B, a photograph of a 

doctor examining a child was used (see Appendix B, p. 349: Test B, p. 7, focus on Item 

#17). As shown in Table 21, all participants but one discussed a clinic or hospital setting 

of some sort with a person who was attending to a young child by using a stethoscope. 
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Felicien explicitly stated it was a hospital and noted the medical instrument being used, 

“This man is at the hospital, I see an earphone [stethoscope],” and others like Didi provided 

further explanation saying, “They are at the hospital. I see that this is a doctor treating this 

kid. [I think he is a doctor] because of this things that he’s putting in his ears.” 9 of the 12 

participants also mentioned a baby or child. 

 
Table 21. Participant Responses Concerning the Hospital Photograph on Test B. 

Interpretation of Photograph Number of Participants (n = 13) 
Believe the image is showing people listening to music 
because of earphones 

1 participant = 8% 

Believe the image is showing a medical or hospital 
setting, noting stethoscope 

12 participants = 92% 

 
  

These responses indicate that almost all the participants interpreted this photograph 

in the expected way. Similar to the photograph of the bank, these responses illuminate the 

importance of recognizable details for making meaning. Thus, because of the stethoscope, 

the child lying on a bed (“There is a kid there laying down on the bed, and the doctor is 

checking on her” – Sepideh), and other identifiable details (“…the doctor uniform…” – 

Zana; “… the coat or jacket …” – Uwineza), participants could connect them to a 

semiotically-construed place or an action. These details, when combined, are all signifiers 

of a medical setting. With these interpretations, and these stated known details, it is hoped 

that students would be able to write about this photograph with words that are valued by 

the grader of this assessment.  
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Conceptual Image 

The next multimodal component under consideration is the design of conceptual images 

used in questions. Three conceptual images are examined here; two are comparative 

designs of envelopes (one clipart and one photograph), and the third is a map (clipart).  

Envelopes. 

Original assessment – Test A: Clipart 

 Test A utilized iconic and symbolic elements to represent an envelope (see 

Appendix B, p. 338: Test A, p. 2, focus on Item #13). This representation is three 

disembodied elements of an envelope (a stamp and two addresses) in the sense that they 

are placed correctly with respect to each other, but not grounded in an envelope; it thus 

violates the figure/ground parameters of a successful image. During the interviews, 

participants were asked how they understood the stamp, the addresses, and the entire unit. 

Responses are shown in Table 22. 

 
Table 22. Participant Responses to Clipart Envelope Image. 

Interpretation of 
Represented 
Object 

Stamp Addresses Entire Multimodal 
Ensemble (Envelope) 

Flag 11 participants = 79%   
AC unit 1 participant = 7%   
Stamp  1 participant = 7%   
Description of flag  5 participants = 36%  
Answer choices  1 participant = 7%  
American rules  1 participant = 7%  
Item related to 
citizenship 

  1 participant = 7% 

Envelope   1 participant = 7% 
Do not understand 
or do not know 

1 participant = 7% 7 participants = 50% 12 participants = 86% 

n = 14 
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These responses demonstrate that the multimodal components used to represent an 

envelope, in particular the iconic stamp, are being interpreted by most participants as icons, 

but separate icons that represent a different object. These interpretations then led to other 

unexpected interpretations of the iconic addresses or to not making meaning from the 

addresses, both of which in turn led to participants not understanding the multimodal 

ensemble as an interrelated whole unit. This then has implications for how they respond to 

the question, for which this iconic image is actually a symbol representing a letter. 

Experimental assessment – Test B: Photograph 

 Test B utilized a photograph of an envelope (see Appendix B, p. 344: Test B, p. 2, 

focus on Item #7). Participants were asked how they understood this image and/or what 

they thought the image was. Responses for this image were quite varied. Table 23 lists the 

responses from participants. 

 
Table 23. Participant Responses to Photograph of Envelope. 

Interpretation of Represented Object  Number of Participants (n = 13) 
Do not understand what the entire object is, but see a 
flag in the corner of it 

2 participants = 15% 

Initially believe is a classroom board, then believe the 
entire object is a flag 

1 participant = 8% 

Believe is a [Wells Fargo] check 1 participant = 8% 
Believe is a classroom board 1 participant = 8% 
Believe is money/bank note  1 participant = 8% 
Believe is an item with length and width 1 participant = 8% 
Believe is a table with a flag 1 participant = 8% 
Initially believe is a classroom board, then believe is an 
envelope 

2 participants = 15% 

Initially believe is an ID, then believe is an envelope 1 participant = 8% 
Do not understand what is being represented 2 participants = 15% 
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This variety of responses, and the numerous unexpected answers were not 

anticipated by me as the researcher. My own assumptions of what would be easily 

recognizable to participants were revealed here (and thwarted) by their responses. It is 

interesting that four participants continued to mention a flag here; although a flag is 

represented on the stamp, their meaning-making of that object focused on the content of 

the stamp, instead of what the stamp was, and what it meant for the entire multimodal 

ensemble. The border around the envelope, which I had intended to be helpful especially 

in comparison to the clipart envelope that had no border, in fact was interpreted by 

participants as the frame around a classroom board; for example, Didi said “This is a board; 

I see that [thing]. It’s the shape. The frame is like a class board. The shape and the frame 

are like a class board.” Uwineza, Zana, and Ayda understood the object as a classroom 

board first because of the shape, and then changed their minds to either a flag or an 

envelope. For example, Zana said, “Might be a board … the shape. Envelope, envelope. 

It’s envelope because stamp … and address …”; this negotiation of meaning-making to 

ultimately determine the correct answer is insightful as it gave the researcher a window 

into how Zana worked through understanding the object. In contrast, Fadhil recognized the 

local addresses and determined it was an ID, before changing his mind to an envelope. The 

responses indicate that the shape of the object affected participant meaning-making in that 

most of them focused on the shape of it first, before looking at the image more closely. 

This could have implications for assessment design as students may quickly glance at an 

image before answering the question. As a textual designer, it would appear that even more 

background or context could have been beneficial for this image. Perhaps an image of an 
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envelope with some recognizable aspects of a table or desk surface behind it could be used, 

or a close-up image of a envelop with a mailman delivering letters in the background. 

Map.  

Original assessment – Test A 

 The final conceptual image discussed in this chapter is the map image that was used 

in Test A (see Appendix B, p. 340: Test A, p. 4, focus on Item #23). Participants were 

asked how they understood the image, both the entire multimodal ensemble of the map, 

and the components within it, as well as the clipart image embedded in the words of the 

question (see Table 24). 11 of the 12 participants stated that they both did not understand 

what the clipart eyes were and if they had a relationship to the other components of the 

question; Sepideh, however interpreted the image as eyes, saying “Two eyes. I think it’s 

like the eyes has some pains. [The relationship to the other elements is that] the eyes doesn’t 

feel good.” 
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Table 24. Participant Responses to Question and Clipart Map Image. 
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All 12 participants stated that they did not understand the multimodal ensemble. 

Many of them pointed to the clipart image of the store and said what their interpretation of 

that component was, but most did not respond with a specific interpretation of the park 

clipart image. Runihura, for example, said, “I don’t know [what the whole thing is.] [That] 

I don’t know. That is a hand; fingers. Here it just where you can write if a word you can 

read. What I see is maybe here it will be writing word here, a word here, a word here. But 

because I cannot read, I don’t know what to read. I cannot really explain more. They just 

draw a rectangle and then put inside words and the pictures37.” Runihura’s interpretation 

includes an unknown object, a hand/fingers, words, and numerous blank lines where 

students are expected to write, and all of this is contained within a rectangle. His belief is 

that he does not understand this conceptual image because he cannot read the words used 

within it, and yet knowledge of those may not provide him with the meaning he hopes he 

could attain because those words do not describe the images. Understanding the images is 

paramount for understanding the entire ensemble and responding to the question, but this 

understanding is gained through viewing the images and connecting them to schemata, past 

literacy experiences, and/or knowledge of culturally-specific visual codes. Annonciata, and 

others, echoed a similar statement, saying, “I could just find out what is it. If I could read 

this and understand this, I will know exactly what is this.” These statements reveal that 

participants interpreted various multimodal components together as smaller units (e.g., an 

 
 
37 Runihura’s final statement of “They just draw a rectangle...” reveals that he understands the border 
around the image as something separate from the image. He, however, does not give himself credit for 
comprehending the use of this multimodal component. 
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image and a caption), but not as separate analytical processes (e.g., represented places, and 

represented streets), that were instead used together to form a larger analytical process – a 

map. 

Finally, Sepideh interpreted the images of the map and of the directions as having 

a relationship. She said, “This machine is to check the eyes. Check-up machine. … The 

machine is to check the eyes; it’s for being the eyes healthy. That’s why they put everything 

together over there.” In her interpretation, the machine was the store, and the eyes that were 

being checked were the eyes discussed earlier – the eyes above the map that “has some 

pains.” Thus, Sepideh made meaning from this entire multimodal ensemble in unexpected 

ways, connecting the images as icons, but not as a set of eyes with an indexical nature 

referencing that she, as the test taker, should look at the image below to answer the 

question.  

Composition: Image Size  

Another aspect of multimodal design that I was investigating was how students interpreted 

the same type of object that was presented in differing sizes. Thus, both the original 

assessment, Test A, and an experimental assessment, Test B, contained images of money, 

but each representation was of a different size, and the scale of the represented objects was 

not the same in the two variations. 

Original assessment – Test A. For Test A (see Appendix B, p. 340: Test A, p. 4, 

focus on Item #20), 11 of the 14 participants were asked about the money images. Their 

responses about the represented dime are shown in Table 25, and their responses about the 

represented penny are shown in Table 26. 

 



289 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Table 25. Participant Responses to the Dime Image Utilized on Test A. 

Interpretation of Object Number of Participants (n = 11) 
Believe the dime is 25 cents 5 participants = 45% 
Believe the dime is 5 cents 2 participants = 18% 
Believe the dime is 1 cent 1 participant = 9% 
Do not understand how much the image of the dime is 1 participant = 9% 
Believe the dime is 10 cents 2 participants = 18% 

 
 
Table 26. Participant Responses to the Penny Image Utilized on Test A. 

Interpretation of Object Number of Participants (n = 11) 
Believe the penny is 10 cents 2 participants = 18% 
Believe the penny is 5 cents 3 participants = 27% 
Do not understand how much the image of the penny is 4 participants = 36% 
Believe the penny is 1 cent 2 participants = 18% 

 
 

These responses show that only two participants recognized the values of both the 

dime and the penny as depicted by the images shown. When asked to explain their 

understandings, most responses discussed the size of the coins. For instance, Fadhil said 

“25 cents is bigger than the 10 cents, and also bigger than the 5 cents,” Runihura also said 

“It’s depending on the size,” and Sepideh said she understood the images in this way 

“because of the pictures, because of the size and the color.” These responses evidence that 

the scale of coins when shown in comparison to one another affects how students make 

meaning from the images. Because the dime was shown larger than the penny, it was 

understood by the majority of participants as something other than a dime. 

Experimental assessment – Test B. In Test B, however, with the change in scale 

of both the coins and the dollar (see Appendix B, p. 347: Test B, p. 5, focus on Item #13), 

participants’ understandings changed. Their responses are shown in Table 27 and Table 

28.  
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Table 27. Participant Responses to the Dime Image Utilized on Test B. 

Interpretation of Object Number of Participants (n = 10) 
Do not understand how much the image of the dime is 1 participant = 10% 
Believe the dime is 10 cents 9 participants = 90% 

 
 
Table 28. Participant Responses to the Penny Image Utilized on Test B. 

Interpretation of Object Number of Participants (n = 10) 
Believe the penny is 8 cents 1 participant = 10% 
Believe the penny is 5 cents 2 participants = 20% 
Do not understand how much the image of the penny is 1 participant = 10% 
Believe the penny is 1 cent 6 participants = 60% 

 
 

The revision of the images to be to scale proved to be more effective for how the 

participants understood them as most participants understood the image of the dime 

representing a dime, and a little more than half understood the image of the penny as 

representing a penny. Participants noted that the coins are difficult for them to know, “This 

coins they are complicating for us, this small coins (Uwineza),” but it was generally agreed 

upon by the participants that the scaled photos of the coins and dollar bill were easier to 

read and recognize than the unscaled images. For instance, Zana said “This one (the scaled 

photos) [is easier to understand] because it’s real, the image is clear, and the size, it’s big. 

These responses reveal the importance of test design and the use of images that are to scale. 

Here the size of the coins directly affected the participants’ meaning making, which again 

has implications for how they respond to these questions. Therefore, it is not just clarity of 

image as an object that matters, but also how that object is viewed in relation to other 

objects; particularly for small items of this sort that are new to most refugees who have 
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come to the U.S. from other countries. It is also important to recognize that the use of coins 

may no longer be as common as the use of paper money, mobile phone payments, or credit 

or debit cards.  

Graphic Devices: Symbols  

Another area of interest, as discussed tangentially above with the graphic device of the 

circle, was the use of such graphic devices on assessments. In this section I consider 

dividing lines – both solid and dashed, and the graphic device of the arrow.  

Dividing lines. Dividing lines are meant to be symbolic representations of divided 

space. The following images show where dividing lines were used on the original 

assessment (see Appendix B, p. 340, 344, 345, 355: Test A, p. 4; Test B, pp. 2, 3; Test C, 

p. 4), and where I tried different types of dividing lines on the experimental assessment 

texts. Participant responses concerning how they understand the different types of lines are 

shown in Table 29, while Table 30 shows their preferences for line types. 

 
Table 29. Participant Responses to Dividing Line Types. 

Interpretation of 
Line Type 

Dashed Solid Both Dashed and 
Solid 

Do not understand 5 participants = 38% 1 participant = 7%  
To differentiate 
sections 

5 participants = 38% 4 participants = 31%  

For writing  5 participants = 38% 3 participants = 23% 
n = 13 
 
 
 In general, most participants (a total of 61%) did not interpret the dashed line as a 

divider between sections, with 38% not understanding its purpose, and 23% believing both 

it and the solid line were meant for writing. Similarly, most participants (a total of 68%) 

also did not understand the solid line as a divider, with 7% not understanding the purpose 
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of the solid line, 38% believing the solid line was intended to be written on, and 23% 

believing both the solid and the dashed line were intended for writing. Thus, participants’ 

meaning-making was affected by how they understood these symbols. These unexpected 

interpretations of symbols as indices has implications for assessment design. Participants 

may write their answers on dashed dividing lines, but especially may write on solid 

dividing lines, and in both instances may not write in the expected answer location. 

 
Table 30. Participant Responses Concerning Dividing Line Preferences. 

Preference for Line Type Number of Participants (n = 5) 
Prefer solid lines 3 participants = 60% 
No preference for solid or dashed 1 participant = 20% 
Prefer no lines 1 participant = 20% 

  
 

Participants were also asked about which type of lines they preferred, if any. Of the 

five participants asked, most preferred solid lines, but it must be noted that one of those 

participants believed that solid lines were meant for writing on, so this may not mean that 

she prefers a solid dividing line. Similarly, the participant who said he had no preference 

for either line type also had previously responded that both types were intended for writing.  

While these lines were expected to be read as symbolic ways of dividing space, 

many participants understood them as indexical, referencing places where they believed 

they were expected to write. In this way, the lines were interpreted not in relationship to 

the spaces of the assessment, but in relationship to the test-takers, thus again bringing 

differing perspectives of deixis to the forefront. This has implications for textual design as 

participants may be tempted to write answers in unexpected areas, and may not see or 

utilize provided answers (in the case of multiple-choice questions, for example). 
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Arrows. I used arrows in both Item #21 and Item #22 on Test C (see Appendix C, 

p. 354: Test C, p. 3). Participant responses to Item #21 [bus stop] are discussed here. My 

intent was to discover two things – how participants understood the graphic device itself, 

and how they understood its use in this text. These two things, however, entangled in the 

participants’ responses as will be explained below.  

The first point of discussion to make is that when asked how they understood the 

graphic device, 12 of the 14 participants responded by talking about the bus stop and/or 

bus in the photograph; thereby placing their emphasis in meaning-making on the content 

of the still image, not on the content or meaning of the graphic device. Further questioning 

revealed (see Table 31) that one participant understood the arrow as a spotlight arm; he 

thus connected it to the content of the photograph and extrapolated that outwards to the 

larger text. Six participants stated that they did not know what the arrow was, and two 

understood it as a corner or a line. Four others discussed it as something that was pointing 

to something in the photograph, but they did not explicitly name the indexical symbol; 

finally, one participant stated that it was an arrow.  

 
Table 31. Participant Responses to the Arrow in Item #21 on Test C. 

Interpretation of Graphic Device Number of Participants (n = 14) 
Do not understand what it is 6 participants = 43% 
Believe it is a spotlight arm 1 participant = 7% 
Believe it is a corner or a line 2 participants = 14% 
Indirectly referenced that it is something pointing 4 participants = 29% 
Believe it as an arrow 1 participant = 7% 

 
 

Of the four who indirectly referenced the indexical act of pointing, their responses 

were: Sepideh: “It’s a sign pointing down on the electric pole; in my opinion it says caution 
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with the electric;” Fadhil: “It’s a traffic sign for that the bus driver will know where he 

have to stop;” and Zana: “It shows the bus stop [is here]” (Umamahoro’s response was 

similar to Zana’s). Ayda was the only participant who stated that this symbol was an arrow, 

but she said, “I don’t know/see a relationship between the words, arrow, and bus stop.” In 

fact, no participants made a connection between the words of the question, What is this?, 

the symbol, and the photograph itself. For example, Kabatesi said, “Maybe there is a reason 

they put this here, but really for me, I do not understand what is the reason.”  

In this way, while some of the participants understood that this sign was pointing 

to something, they did not interpret it as a referent from the words What is this?, with the 

arrow acting as a visual, symbolic intensifier for the word this to the specific item being 

pointed to in the photograph. Thus, while the arrow was used here to provide an additional 

frame of reference for what students should focus on in the image, it was not necessary as 

the majority of participants discussed the bus stop and/or bus even before they had been 

asked about what the photograph was showing. Therefore, as long as the image is 

recognizable (see hospital image discussion above for more information), a graphic device 

such as this may be unnecessary – though some students may find it helpful. 

Preferences for Visual Design 

This study also investigated students’ preferences for visual design. In the following 

section, I discuss image type, photograph content, and layout of images and written words. 

Image type. Participants were shown three types of image – clipart, line drawing, 

and photograph – and asked which type of image they preferred, or which type of image 

was easiest for them to understand. In the course of answering, some participants also 
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commented on if they had seen the various types prior to their arrival in the U.S. Table 32 

displays the data for image type preference.  

 
Table 32. Participant Responses Regarding Image Type Preference. 

Image Type Preference Number of Participants (n = 10) 
Photograph 8 participants = 80% 
Clipart 0 participants = 0% 
Line Drawing 0 participants = 0% 
No preference 2 participants = 20% 

  
 

Responses revealed that most participants preferred photographs over clipart or line 

drawings because the photographs are clearer. As Sepideh said, “[I prefer] that one there 

(the photo) because it’s more clear. On those (the clipart and line drawing), I don’t know 

what’s going on.” Zana also remarked that she did not have experience with clipart or line 

drawings saying “These (the clipart and line drawing) I did not see in Sudan or Egypt.” 

Urimana said she had no experience with these types of images “because I did not go to 

school. I was staying only at home.” Felicien said he had seen line drawings in “the books 

of learners,” but he preferred the photos because they were easier to see clearly. Thus, these 

results need to be taken into account when designing tests for language and literacy learners 

for reasons similar to what has previously been discussed in this chapter. That is, the more 

iconic (and realistic) the image is, and the less symbolic, the more it was preferred.  

Photograph content. Another aspect of visual design preferences concerned 

content. Participants were asked if they preferred images that showed local or non-local 

items or places (see Appendix B, p. 345, 352, 354: Test B, p. 3, focus on Item #10; Test C, 

p. 1, focus on Item #1; Test C, p. 3, focus on Item #21). Of the 10 participants who were 

asked this question, all responded with a preference for local items or places. Runihura said 
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he liked local photos because he could potentially learn about some new places in the city 

if they were included in text; Sepideh thought that photos of the students’ current city and 

environment were a good choice because it is something that students from a variety 

countries and backgrounds have in common. Zana stated, “I prefer Tucson. Arizona, 

because I live here.” Mewael remarked that “a picture is a picture, but we’re here in Tucson, 

so we got to do Tucson. [I want] maybe a cactus.” These responses revealed that images 

on tests can serve as more than decoration or components of a question, but can introduce 

students to new places or things, and serve as a unifying element for students from various 

countries and backgrounds. Local content can also provide an orientation that can help a 

test-taker narrow down the potential number of referents to more easily determine if a test 

element referred to them, or was some aspect of the test that they were unable to decode.  

Finally, participants were asked if they preferred images of people they knew, 

people who were ethnically and culturally similar to them and/or their classmates, or 

unknown people from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds. These various types of 

ideational content were utilized on the two experimental assessment texts – Test B and Test 

C. Preferences were split between people they recognized and people who were 

representative of the class’s ethnic and cultural makeup (Table 33).  

 
Table 33. Participant Responses Regarding Image Content Preference. 

Image Content Preference Number of Participants (n = 14) 
People they know 6 participants = 43% 
Unknown people who may or may not look like 
themselves and their classmates 

0 participants = 0% 

Either people they know or unknown people who are 
representative of the class’s ethnic and cultural makeup 

6 participants = 43% 

No preference 1 participant = 7% 
Unrelated response 1 participant = 7% 
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Both Aline and Umamahoro discussed the importance of being interested in a 

picture for writing. Aline said, “The person I don’t know is not interesting,” and 

Umamahoro first pointed to the image of people who are representative of the class, and 

then to an image of her classmates, and said, “Those are good image, [but] I only know 

this. So if you do not know people, you are not interested.” Mewael was ambivalent about 

images of people he knew or images of people who looked like people he may have known, 

saying, “It’s better when you know something about it, a little bit understood thing (either 

people or culture).” Finally, Ayda specified that it was not problematic to have images that 

were representative of her classmates, but she preferred specific images, saying “I can write 

for the one (representative of class), but it is easier because I know them (her classmates).” 

 These responses are important because as seen in Test C Item #29 [women reading], 

Item #30 [tea], and Item #31 [woman with box] (see Appendix B, pp. 357–358: Test C, pp. 

6–7) where test-takers are expected to write about the images provided, having knowledge 

of either who (or where) specifically is pictured, or knowledge of either the types of people 

seen in the picture or their actions would be beneficial for writing a response. While it 

could be argued that students may not yet have the English vocabulary associated with 

people or an event, recognition of the content may provide them with a helpful foundation 

upon which they use can circumlocution or other literacy strategies to respond to the 

question. Furthermore, such content not only engages test-takers and provides relevance 

that gives them additional meaning, it also validates these students as learners whose reality 

is worth depicting. 
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Design and layout. Various layouts were also considered. In particular, this section 

discusses participants’ preferences for writing and image layout on both multiple-choice 

questions and fill-in-the-blank questions (see Table 34). Additionally, it discusses writing, 

image, and graphic devices for listening tasks (see Table 35).  

Writing and Image – Multiple Choice and Fill-in-the-Blank 

Test A, Test B, and Test C contained a variety of layouts for multiple-choice and 

fill-in-the-blank questions (see Appendix B, p. 338, 340, 343, 347, 350, 352, 354, 356: Test 

A, pp. 2, 4; Test B, pp. 1, 5, 8; Test C, pp. 1, 3, 5). 3 participants stated that they did not 

understand a difference between words that were above or below images; for example, 

Urimana said, “Everywhere there are words. They are the same.” This revealed that 

participants with emerging literacy (inclusive of visual literacy) may not yet understand 

some nuances of design, particularly the difference between words above an image, or 

words below an image. Felicien also specified that he did not understand a relationship 

between words whether they were above or below images, saying, “I don’t see it as 

describing the picture.” These responses have implications for both for textual design and 

for pedagogy. By contrast, Fadhil understood the relationships that words have with 

images, but stated “It doesn’t make a difference [above or below].” 

The remaining participants were split nearly evenly regarding if they preferred 

words above or below images in multiple-choice questions (five preferred words above, 

and four preferred words below). Notable responses for their reasoning are from Runihura 

who said, “…for me the best is here (the word above the picture) because if you are 

intelligent, you won’t have any question that you know what they mean; [start] with reading 

and then go down to the picture which explains it.” His meaning-making therefore began 
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at the top and moved down, mirroring English reading and writing conventions, and he 

preferred to see a word first, then move to viewing the image below which would explain 

that written word. Zana also made meaning from the image and connected it to the writing, 

but she preferred words below the image, saying “I prefer this one because the answer is 

down. [I look at] the first thing, the picture. Then the word.” These beliefs were echoed by 

the other participants. These are different, but similar strategies for making meaning, 

whether by viewing words first or by viewing images first; what is striking, however, is 

that all the participants were making meaning by reading from the top to the bottom.  

 
Table 34. Participant Responses Regarding Image and Writing Layout Preference. 

Design Preference Multiple Choice (n = 13) Fill-in-the-Blank (n = 9) 
Words above image 5 participants = 38% 2 participants = 22% 
Words beneath image 4 participants = 31% 5 participants = 56% 
No preference for above or 
beneath 

1 participant = 8% 0 participants = 0% 

Does not understand a difference 
in meaning between words 
above or beneath 

3 participants = 23% 2 participants = 22% 

 
 

The difference between the multiple-choice preferences and the fill-in-the-blank 

preferences is noteworthy as most participants preferred for words to be below the images 

that they were referring to. Mewael explained his preference by pointing to the blank line 

and saying, “You need an explanation for what going right here, so I see it [the 

picture/explanation] first, so then you got to write it right here.” For Mewael, he would 

examine the picture first, and then write his response about the picture in the provided 

sentence with a blank that was below the image.  
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Thus, the results reveal that preference for the organization of multiple-choice 

questions was mixed, though the strategy the participants used was the same – reading from 

top to bottom, while the preference for the fill-in-the-blank questions was for the image to 

be above the sentence with the blank. 

Writing, Image, Graphic Devices – Listening  

 The final aspect of visual design and student preferences concerns the use of the 

graphic device of the box surrounding grouped words, and the use of images or no images 

in listening questions (see Appendix B, p. 350, 352: Test B, p. 8; Test C, p. 1). Responses 

are shown in Table 35. Of the two choices in layout, the majority of participants preferred 

the version that included pictures. Sepideh said, “With pictures. For me, it’s easier. If I 

don’t know the word, I would know from the pictures.” Kabatesi also agreed, saying, 

“There (with the pictures) because they’re explanations.” Zana was the only participant 

who did not prefer the design with the images because she thought the images were 

distracting; she remarked “[this one is easier to understand] because this one is clear. 

Because it doesn’t have pictures. [The other] it’s – the paper is too crowded – and it’s not 

clear.” 

Six participants also remarked on the box element saying that its layout was 

confusing. Annonciata, for example, said, “But this layout is senseless – this word, I cannot 

read this word and know the meaning. So does not tell me nothing there.” Sepideh noted 

that “This one is confusing, and then this one [the box] I don’t know. [It is also confusing] 

because it is up and down, and I don’t know what those words stand for.” She did not 

understand what the meaning of the box was, and she found the words that were not in a 

straight line to be problematic. Thus, the use of the box to group words together was not 
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understood by the participants. They also did not like when the word choices were on more 

than one line; Aline agreed with Sepideh, saying, “If things are aligned one after another, 

it’s better, and if they are on the same line, and not up and down.” 

 
Table 35. Participant Responses Regarding Image, Writing, and Graphic Device Layout 
Ease of Understanding. 

Ease of Understanding Word and Image Box, Words, No 
Image (n = 11) 

Picture helps with comprehension 10 participants  
Pictures crowd the page 1 participant  
Box and no images are helpful   2 participants 
Box, up/down layout, and only words 
(no images) are confusing 

 6 participants  

No response  3 participants 
n = 11 
 
 

One thing that emerged from these responses is to consider what was intended to 

be assessed in these listening tasks. If the task was meant to assess students’ listening 

vocabulary knowledge and their ability to connect a vocabulary word to an image, then the 

design with the pictures would be a better choice. However, if the task was meant to assess 

their listening skills and connecting of sounds to written symbols, then the version without 

the pictures may be a better choice. Fadhil obliquely referenced this when he said that “the 

box is good” if students “can [already] read and write,” and Umamahoro also noted that 

the box and design without images “is better to learn this alphabet [with].” Thus, the intent 

of such tasks needs to be taken into account when designing assessment texts.  
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Conclusion 

The results of this chapter have provided insight into how adult second language learners 

with emerging literacy make meaning from multimodal assessment texts. In particular, 

their understanding of multimodal test genre elements, and the use of multimodal 

components in composition and visual design were unearthed. Additionally, their 

preferences for visual and design were also revealed. 

 The data show that in general, clipart image and line drawings are often understood 

in unexpected ways. For both narrative and conceptual images, participants specifically 

noted that they preferred photographs because the details were easier to see. Their 

responses also illuminated the importance of recognizable details in photographs. This was 

highlighted not only in the photographs of the bank, the doctor, and the bus, which were 

easily interpreted by participants, but also in the photograph of the envelope which proved 

to not have enough detail for participants to understand easily. From this, it can be 

concluded that context in the background of an image may also be beneficial. While not 

discussed in this chapter, the importance of recognizable details was also supported by 

participant responses to a woman shopping (see Appendix B, p. 355: Test C, p. 4, Item 

#24) where they all noted numerous items in the photograph. Thus, the Possessive 

Attributes of a represented place, person, or event need to be more carefully considered 

when images are selected.  

Because photographs with recognizable details proved to be the most effective, this 

also has implications for how conceptual images such as maps are represented. A revised 

image may utilize larger photographs of the places referenced in the map. While most 

participants did not recognize the clipart image of the park, when shown a photograph of a 
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park, respondents interpreted it as a park specifically because of the details, as well as their 

own personal experiences with parks in the United States. One implication from the results 

for both the narrative and the conceptual images is that educators may need to teach 

students how to read images to find and interpret the Possessive Attributes, and particularly 

how to extend those attributes to a place, person, or event. For example, while all the 

participants recognized the money in the bank photograph, not all of them either connected 

that detail to the place of a bank, or understood that such a connection may be expected by 

the designer of a text of this sort. Likewise, maps are highly symbolic, and not immediately 

understood without introduction to their conventions. There is an illusion that images are 

transparent, but in fact, they are very culturally determined. 

One aspect of easily identifiable details that was uncovered in this research was the 

importance of scale. Size and scale matter in how participants interpret items such as 

money. This has implications for how test questions are designed because the recognizable 

details here are not just in regards to the face of a coin or how it looks, but also how it 

compares to other coins. Scale and perspective are both other aspects of visual literacy that 

students with emerging literacy are in the process of learning (see Appendix B, p. 343,  

350, 352, 356: Test B, p. 1 and p. 8; Test C, p. 1 and p. 5). 

The data also showed that many images that were expected to be read as symbolic 

or indexical were interpreted as icons. For instance, the images used in directions were 

often understood only iconically, with the indexical connection not being made between 

what was depicted in the image and what the test-taker was expected to do. Participant 

responses regarding the directions with a photograph of a man holding his hand next to his 

ear at the top of the test page (see Appendix B, p. 350: Test B, p. 8), the directions with a 
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photograph of a hand writing a check in a box, and the directions with a photograph of a 

hand writing a circle (see Appendix B, p. 346: Test B, p. 4) all yielded similar responses 

as the hand writing on a piece of paper at the top of the test page (see Appendix B, p. 343: 

Test B, p. 1). Most, if not all, participants understood what the hand was doing, but not 

how it applied to them as students, specifically with regards to what type of writing they 

were expected to produce. These results may mean that directions are something that needs 

to be taught to this population, particularly because many of the participants indicated a 

privileging of word literacy over multimodal literacy. Alternatively, directions may not be 

necessary on assessment texts for this population of learners. Ultimately, the results from 

all the data revealed that differing interpretations of icons, indices, and symbols affected 

participants’ meaning-making. 

Another theme that emerged from the data was that participants were making sense 

out of multimodal components based on their personal experiences and their own 

knowledge. This demonstrates the salience of lived experiences and personal history in 

meaning-making. Thus for participants who understood the clipart image of a bank as an 

office, a school, or as a place where a person was mopping, they were mapping parts of 

this clipart image onto their own personal experiences. They see an office because it might 

be similar to their resettlement office, a school or some sort of learning environment 

because of the objects the people in the image have, or a woman mopping because it looks 

like how they clean their homes or the work they do at their jobs if they are employed. 

Participants were constructing socially-contextualized meaning from this multimodal 

ensemble, but it was not the expected content. Similarly, the participants who described 

the clipart checkmark as a bird or an eagle, or a watch did so because it matched other 
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things they have seen or experienced in their lives, things for which they have context for 

the item. Returning to the framing for this chapter, because most of these participants are 

experiencing formal, school-based education for the first time in their lives, we cannot 

assume that they have yet interacted with a clipart image of a check mark. What we can do 

is recognize the sense they are making out of these images, and value this meaning-making 

as it was made intentionally, purposefully, and in good faith; that is, participants told me, 

as the researcher, exactly what they saw. They were not attempting to be disingenuous, in 

fact, their honesty was highly valued by me.  

The results also showed that test genre elements, and tests as designed texts, are 

composed and interpreted in socially-constructed ways. Knowledge of test genre elements, 

such as how to read all the components of a multiple-choice question, or knowledge of how 

to respond to a multiple-choice question, cannot be assumed, particularly since semiosis is 

arguably always biased. Exemplifying this, the data shows that graphic devices such as 

dividing lines, arrows, multiple-choice boxes, and dividing boxes proved to be complicated 

for most of the students. Again, much of what they were understanding differently was the 

indexical (as well as iconic and symbolic) nature of graphic devices. While many 

interpreted dividing lines as indexing the place where some sort of writing should be 

produced, this same type of interpretation was not always made for multiple-choice boxes, 

with some participants seeing no relationship to the answer boxes and the other components 

of a multimodal ensemble. Similarly, though some participants did see some sort of 

pointing occurring with arrows, they did not interpret a relationship between the written 

components of the question and answer with the graphic device of the arrow and the image. 

Lastly, the boxes drawn around words in the listening portion of Test B were also confusing 
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for students. Therefore, three points that emerge from this data are that it may be beneficial 

to: 1) not clutter pages with dividing lines or boxes grouping similar elements together, 2) 

retain consistency of multimodal design for all multiple-choice questions (e.g., all answers 

have boxes, or all answers are demarcated with “A.,” “B.,” “C.,” etc.), and 3) not rely on 

or use symbols such as arrows.  

Finally, the data revealed clear preferences for visual design, particularly the design 

and layout of test genre elements, but also for the content of this elements. Specifically, 

participants noted that they preferred images of people they knew, or of people who were 

representative of their own cultures and ethnicities or those of their peers, and images of 

local places in the cities where they were currently living as that is a commonality for all 

students. 

 This research has implications not just for how educators design texts, but how 

educators read and evaluate their students’ work. Educators must recognize that their hints 

incorporated into the design may not always be interpreted by students as they had 

expected; for instance, the directions with examples that show the specific type of writing 

expected to be produced by the student might not be interpreted as an example. Thus, 

educators should be prepared to assess other ways in which their students demonstrate their 

meaning-making. Additionally, educators need to understand that student responses that 

do not appear to make sense at first glance may indeed make sense when an image is 

revisited. For example, the student who does not write a response for the multiple-choice 

question with an envelope may not write one because they understand the image as a 

classroom board and none of the provided answer choices make sense to them. Similarly, 

a student who writes the word “cup” above the image in Item #4 on Test C (see Appendix 
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B, p. 352: Test C, p. 1) may do so not because they do not understand the task, but because 

they did not see the word “cup” under the image as in their meaning-making processes they 

look for words above images. Thus, the research invites educators, administrators, and test 

evaluators to take into account these varied ways of making meaning, and to give the 

benefit of the doubt to their students. The findings also strongly suggest that the teacher, 

the person who knows the students, should be the one grading the tests. To address potential 

issues with inter-rater reliability that could arise from different teachers grading their own 

students’ tests, rubrics could be designed that consider more than just “right” and “wrong” 

answers, and have room within the scoring for various interpretations. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

WRITING, TESTS, AND LITERACY: WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 

 
Discussion, Implications, and Conclusion 

This dissertation investigated meaning-making in multimodal English as a Second 

Language (ESL) and English literacy assessments; it focused on meaning-making by 

refugee-background adult second language learners with emerging literacy or who (have) 

experienced interruptions in formal, school-based learning. The dissertation examined a 

set of in-house language and literacy tests used by a local ESL and literacy program for 

adults from refugee-backgrounds. Two experimental assessment tests were also created for 

this research. One study was a critical analysis of the texts currently in use by the program 

accompanied by a critical analysis and reflection of the experimental tests, which were 

created through iterative design. The second study examined how this population makes 

meaning in assessment texts through writing. Finally, the third study explored participant 

meaning-making through self-articulated responses in interviews. 

These three studies were guided by the following overarching research questions: 

1) What ideologies and assumptions are present in the multimodal 
composition of assessments for refugee-background adult L2 
learners with emerging literacy or who (have) experienced 
interruptions in formal, school-based education? 
 

2) How does this population make meaning from the multimodal 
assessments? 

a. How do they make meaning locally (of the tests)? 
b. And what kinds of implications or understandings do they 

perceive from the wider aspect of these assessments? 
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The findings for the first study showed assumptions of multimodal design and 

visual literacy, and assumed content and referential background schemata in the design of 

the original assessment texts. Analysis of student writings on all three versions of the 

assessments in the second study uncovered tensions between answering a question with the 

expected content and/or answering a question in the expected manner. This tension 

highlighted not only knowledge of genre and multimodal design, but also illuminated how 

participants engage in the dialogic nature of both assessment and writing. The interview 

data from the third study revealed the self-articulated strategies participants use to make 

meaning in multimodal texts, often relying on their lived experiences; furthermore, it 

showed how their interpretations of the iconic, indexical, and symbolic aspects of 

multimodal components were set in the social context. Finally, the third study also shed 

light on participants’ multimodal and visual design preferences. It is argued that it is crucial 

to have this knowledge of how adult second language learners with varying experiences 

with literacy and education understand and make meaning from multimodal texts since this 

knowledge is essential in order to effectively design texts. Additionally, this knowledge 

can inform classroom pedagogy to incorporate appropriate visual and multimodal literacy.  

Assumptions in Textual Design 

The first study’s results illuminate assumptions of multimodal design knowledge and 

visual literacy, assumed content and referential background schemata, and assumptions of 

test genre knowledge in the design of the in-house language and literacy assessment. There 

is an apparent expectation of test literacy such that test-takers already know what to do 

with this test, how to read it, how to interpret it, and how to respond. This assumption also 

assumes that test-takers know how assessments of this sort are used, that is, how they are 



310 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

evaluated, and what is done with the data from these assessments. These assumptions are 

all undergirded by a belief that images, visual cues, and visual design are universal or 

innate, when in fact they are embedded in socio-cultural context.   

Meaning-Making in Writing 

The second study’s results revealed how participants interacted with the three assessment 

texts, and the kinds of writing they produced. These findings provide insight into both how 

they perceive the visual code as utilized in assessment texts, and how they make meaning 

through writing. In particular, the results demonstrated that students are engaging in 

dialogue with an absent reader through their writing, whether it is by the act of writing 

itself, and thereby making a concerted effort to write something (copied or creative), or by 

engaging in restricted codes they assume are shared with an expected test reader. This has 

implications for how their writing is evaluated, and for how the idea of writing itself is 

construed by educators. 

Self-Articulated Meaning-Making and Design Preferences 

The third study offered another view of the meaning-making processes of this population, 

providing a richer perspective that expanded on what had been learned from the artifact 

analysis. These data highlighted the importance of gathering the student voice when doing 

research of this sort, but it also demonstrated that sometimes what participants articulate is 

not always the same as what they do. The results showed that participants make sense of 

multimodal components through their lived experiences and prior knowledge, and that this 

meaning-making was often affected by differing interpretations of icons, indices, and 

symbols. 
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Limitations and Delimitations 

This study did not intend to cover all aspects of multimodality, meaning-making, social 

semiotics, and literacy for refugee-background adult second language learners with 

emerging literacy or who (have) experienced interruptions in formal, school-based 

learning, nor was it intended to be a large-scale psychometric study of student performance 

on tests. Its goal was to gain insight into how a population of learners make meaning; the 

sample was intended to be larger than a case study, and smaller than a large-scale study. 

Thus, this study is limited by the small sample size of participants who completed the 

assessments (n = 54), and the small sample size of interview participants (n = 14). The 

study is also limited because it did not interview participants of all the countries represented 

in the program, nor of all the languages represented in the program. The study is further 

limited because it concerns refugee-background students from countries that are or have 

been resettled in the Tucson area; it does not include Karen, Yemeni, or Iraqi Yazidis, for 

example. While this lacuna may or may not affect the results, such inclusion would paint a 

broader more comprehensive picture.  

The current study focuses on in-house literacy assessments. It would be beneficial 

to complete a similar study on the CASAS or the BEST assessments, but it is also important 

to note that in-house assessments are used more widely in literacy programs than the 

standardized ones are because the standardized tests are often considered too difficult 

and/or expensive. 

Specific delimitations were selected for this study. In particular, I chose for the 

research problem and purpose to focus on adult second language learners with emerging 

literacy. The research questions I elected to address focused on perception and design in 
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response to participants’ perception of someone else’s design; that is, I did not focus on 

multimodality with the participants as designers first, but as designers engaging in 

response. Additionally, I decided to study meaning-making in assessment texts as opposed 

to other multimodal texts such as classroom textbooks, medical documents, letters sent 

home from a school to a parent, etc. Regarding the population, I chose the population pool 

and research sample, deliberating selecting more women than men to reflect the makeup 

of the literacy-level classes in the Refugee Education Program, and likewise, I chose more 

Congolese participants to mirror the program composition as well. Finally, I opted for 

interview and textual analysis and not to observe students while taking the assessments lest 

observation would have heightened their anxiety as they completed the tests.  

 

Putting it All Together: A View for the Future 

The results of the three studies demonstrate that reading texts involve reading images and 

layout every bit as much as reading words. It is therefore imperative for text designers to 

be critically aware of their design in regards to visual and multimodal design. This has 

implications for assessments of any sort, from in-house classroom assessments with low 

stakes, to tests with higher stakes such as the U.S. naturalization test, to even study 

materials associated with assessments, and more broadly to texts of all sorts such as texts 

that aim to be informative like the signs and handouts used in, or by, an institution. 

Thinking about institutions broadly, this has implications for educational institutions from 

K–12 to adult education to community education settings, as well as for makers of widely-

used standardized tests like CASAS, TABE, and BEST. For example, educators and 

administrators in K–12 settings should be aware of how they are designing materials being 



313 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

sent home to parents who may be L2 adult emergent readers. It also has implications for 

the wide variety of institutions that serve and work with this population, such as health 

organizations, community and non-profit organizations, workplaces, governmental 

agencies like the United States Citizenship and Immigration Service (USCIS), the 

International Organization for Migration (IOM), the United Nations High Commissioner 

for Refugees (UNHCR), refugee resettlement agencies, etc.  

The results of this study will be useful for designing assessments and texts for adult 

second language learners with emerging literacy, but they also raise questions for educators 

(broadly defined) and text designers creating any sort of materials in any context. What 

other types of assumptions may text designers be making, particularly in the design of 

materials for readers who may be entering into new literacy practices? The research calls 

for a deeper level of awareness of semiotic resources in designed texts for the specific 

population of refugee-background adult second language learners with emerging literacy, 

but also has implications for broader populations as well. 

Furthermore, the research suggests it would be of benefit to include and/or embed 

visual and multimodal literacy, text genre knowledge, and information about how to use a 

text, as well as how texts are used by others, in classroom instruction. Thus a broadened 

view of literacy is necessary. Approaches to language (and literacy) teaching that 

emphasize diversity – of languages, perspectives, and modalities – such as a multiliteracies 

approach (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; New London Group, 1996) could support adult second 

language learners with emerging literacy. This approach has been used in education and 

foreign language studies (see Paesani et al., 2015), and would be beneficial for this 

population as well. 
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The results of this study also raise questions for educators concerning what writing 

is, and how it is evaluated. For adult L2 learners with emerging literacy, writing is more 

than words and sentences; it is also putting a pen or pencil to paper and making marks of 

any sort. In the same way that scholars such as Kress (2010), Kress and van Leeuwen 

(2006), Serafini (2014), Scollon and Scollon (2003), and the New London Group (1996) 

called for broader perspectives of what a text is, this research calls for a broader perspective 

of what writing is, especially with respect to adults who are learning how to read and write 

for the first time.  

It is precisely because the socio-cultural and pragmatic aspects of literacy are 

paramount for success in literacy-rich countries where adults from refugee backgrounds 

are resettled that we, as educators, must rethink and reconsider what we are teaching our 

students in our language and literacy classes. How are we preparing them for literacy events 

outside the classroom? What sorts of writing do they need instruction in aside from writing 

the letters of the alphabet, words, and sentences? This has implications for not only 

preparing our students for how to write and what to write on in class assessments, but also 

preparing them for how and what to write outside of class.  

For example, returning to the information form used on the first page of the original 

assessment, Test A, this is a more authentic type of test task than other tasks on the 

assessments as many students from this population are encountering forms outside the 

classroom in real-life situations. Authenticity, however, is not the issue, rather it is the 

complexity of the text. As noted in Chapter 4, forms are very complex multimodal texts; 

they are, in essence, an applied version of both multiple-choice and fill-in-the-blank 

questions. The selection of male or female, and cell phone, home phone, or no phone on a 
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form requires the same type of knowledge needed to answer a multiple-choice question on 

a test, with the added knowledge of knowing the selection should be in reference to the 

person who is completing the form. Likewise, writing one’s address, birth date, and other 

such information is also similar to completing a fill-in-the-blank question. For each of these 

genre types, knowledge of iconicity, indexicality, and symbolism38 is also required. Many 

instructors in the Refugee Education Program allow (and encourage) their students to use 

their IDs to complete this form; however, many students simply copy their IDs line for line 

onto the form, resulting in students writing, for instance, “Not for Federal Identification” 

for their names (see Figures 55 and 56). The use of an ID to write information that many 

students may not have memorized is an excellent strategy; yet when students are writing a 

blanket copying of their ID, then how is this strategy being used effectively? Clearly 

educators should not only introduce such strategies, but also explicitly teach their adult 

emergent readers how to read their ID cards, and how to connect the information from their 

cards to words on a form. This has real-world implications because this writing can have 

very real consequences, e.g., completing paperwork at a doctor’s office, filing the 

application for the U.S. naturalization test. Additionally, the U.S. naturalization test 

includes a dictation section where the applicant must write what the test administrator says 

aloud. What would the effect be if the applicant tried to copy something else on the page 

because they were so accustomed to copying? It is precisely because of that scenario that 

it is doubly important for students to completing listening/dictation exercises in class such 

 
 
38 This is not to say that formal semiotics be taught in the classroom, but to say that while the average 
person does not have knowledge of these concepts either, they do have knowledge of how to interpret such 
signs given the appropriate context or background knowledge. 
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as the listening portions on Test B and Test C. Students need to be prepared for knowing 

when to copy and what to copy on complex texts, and when to write creative and/or 

individual responses or responses related to information contained within the text. This 

needs to be included in explicit instruction in the classroom. 

 
Figure 55. Nur’s writing on the form of Test A. 

 

 
Figure 56. Josephine’s writing on the form of Test A. 
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Similarly, students need to be introduced to the different types of tasks on 

assessments, and taught how to respond to them. Knowledge of how various multimodal 

components are used in test genre elements will be beneficial for students as they interact 

with assessment texts – both in perceptive and productive ways. As educators, we can 

address this by embedding instruction of multimodal components in our classroom 

teaching. Future research would explore what type of instruction would work best here.  

While the results of the critical analysis of these assessment texts call for educators 

to carefully consider the design of assessment texts, and by and large to also extend this to 

their other pedagogical materials, this in no way means that educators cannot teach their 

students about the various aspects of multimodal design that they may encounter. For 

example, the results from the qualitative interviews revealed that most students from this 

population had not only not encountered clipart or line drawings before, but that they found 

them very difficult to read and understand. This does not mean, however, that they cannot 

be introduced to students from this population. The fact of the matter is that these types of 

still image are used outside the classroom. We cannot shy away from things that our 

students may actually see in their environments, but at the same time we cannot use them 

– especially on tests – if we have not taught or discussed them first. Our students do need 

to be able to effectively and appropriately interact with and understand multimodal texts 

outside our classrooms. Thus, rather than assuming our students already know how to read 

these types of multimodal components, we need to introduce our students to such elements 

in the same way that we introduce our students to orthography.  

Likewise, as we more carefully consider how we are portraying messages to our 

students on assessment texts, then we need to also more carefully reflect on how they are 
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engaging in dialogue with us through their writing, and what they are showing us. Rather 

than focusing always on (correct) completion of task, we should think about other skills 

and abilities they are demonstrating for us with their writing. What logics and strategies 

are they using to complete the task? How can we build on these in the future to further 

support our students’ emergent literacy practices? This has implications for how we assess 

our students. We are missing out on how much they know if we look at only what they 

wrote, and thinking only about how they completed the task, instead of how much they 

may actually understand. As educators, we need to move from these deficit perspectives, 

much of which has been taught to us in our own teacher preparation, and move towards 

more strengths-based approaches to assessment and evaluation. 

 One final point to make is that evaluation of student writing also needs to consider 

the differences in writing such as seen in students who are making attempts to answer in 

the correct manner (on the lines, in the boxes, etc.) and/or making attempts at responding 

with the correct content, versus the students whose writing was very unexpected like the 

two participants who drew clocks as answers to a multiple-choice question. One copied, 

and the other was more of a creative response, and yet both those writing examples are of 

a different nature than the others. This has implications for how these different types of 

response are evaluated, as well as for different aspects of pedagogy that may be necessary. 

Study Outcomes: Implications for Assessment and Materials Design 

One expected outcome from this study is the creation of a diagnostic assessment that can 

be used by the local ESL and literacy program where this study took place. Additionally, a 

literacy assessment, and an oral assessment will be devised for the students in the L2 

literacy class of the program, as well as rubrics and training materials for the instructors 
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and administrators who will use these assessments. It must be noted that the experimental 

assessment texts used in this dissertation research were exactly that, experimental – used 

to collect data and to compare to the data gathered from the administration of the program’s 

original assessment. Some (potentially confusing) elements and components of these 

assessments were purposefully used to investigate how participants would respond to them 

both in writing and in interview. Thus, these tests were not intended to be distributed as a 

final, revised version; because of this, a new assessment should be made based on the 

results of this study. Additionally, recommendations for materials creation and classroom 

pedagogy with multimodal texts will also be offered (see below for discussion of future 

research directions).  

 Another expected outcome of this research is to create and share a list of 

recommendations, with specific examples, for effective assessment design, materials 

design, and classroom pedagogy with multimodal texts for refugee-background adult 

second language learners with emerging literacy or who (have) experienced interruptions 

in formal education. Examples of these sorts of recommendations are listed below; this list 

will be broadened, and will discuss potential types of other local examples that 

communities can use in their own environments. 

These recommendations will be beneficial for 1) local, national, and international 

English language and literacy programs that offer courses for this population, 2) U.S. 

educational agencies associated with adult assessment and pedagogy such as the Center for 

Applied Linguistics, 3) international agencies that create and distribute multimodal texts 

and assessments such as the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 4) 

governmental agencies that require assessment such as the United States Citizenship and 
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Immigration Services, and 5) local, national, and international programs that provide 

English language and literacy training for educators, volunteers, and tutors who work with 

this population. Representatives from these organizations and agencies have already 

expressed interest in the research findings. This study offered insight into how refugee-

background second learners with emerging or vastly different literacy experiences make 

meaning from multimodal texts so that designers can create appropriate texts, materials, 

and English language and literacy assessments for this underserved population. 

Recommendations for Multimodal Assessment Design 

In this section, I make specific recommendations for multimodal assessment design based 

on the results of the three studies. 

▪ Font Choice 

Maintain consistent font usage – preferably Comic Sans or another sans serif 

font. It is clear that any change in the appearance of the font can be interpreted 

as significant by the test taker, however, it is also important for the test to reflect 

classroom practices. Comic Sans mirrors the way most people form their 

handwritten letters, and matches how most students with emerging literacy in 

particular are learning how to form their own written letters. While it can be 

argued that the paperwork students must complete at their resettlement 

agencies, for their children, or at their apartment complex may be composed of 

serif fonts with type-set letters, and thus students should be taught how to read 

authentic materials of this sort, an in-class assessment may serve students best 

if it utilizes a font that resembles what is commonly used or taught in class.  
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▪ Consistency of Page Orientation 

Pages should be oriented vertically or horizontally, but not both as the lack of 

continuity of page orientation could pose problematic for students from this 

population, particularly if they are not focusing on all aspects of print 

directionality such as words and images, but even indexical blank lines. 

▪ Longer Blank Lines 

Blank lines should be longer than lines often are on forms for students who do 

not have emerging literacy. Students with emerging literacy tend to have very 

large handwriting, which could cause them to write in numerous blank lines 

instead of just one, and, depending on how their writing is assessed, could 

invalidate their response (see for example the short lines in Item #8 [phone 

number] on Test A). 

▪ Consistency of Box Placement 

Boxes should have the same placement throughout the text. They should always 

be to the left of an answer choice, or always to the right, but not both as this 

interferes with the Given/New layout. If students are taught the Given/New 

layout, then recognition of this instruction should be adhered to on an 

assessment. 

▪ Simple Layout 

For answer choices in any test genre element, maintain a horizontal plane. Do 

not place answers on different planes (see, for example, Items #18–22 [boxed 

groups] on Test B). 
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▪ Consistency of Layout for Multiple-Choice Questions, Images, and Answers; 
Fill-in-the-Blank Questions and Answers; and Image Descriptions 
 

Similar to the consistency of the box placement, multiple-choice questions and 

fill-in-the-blank questions should be organized consistently.  

Multiple Choice 

All multiple-choice answers should be above the image, or they should be 

below the image; this should not change throughout the assessment. The 

answers should also be consistent: either all of them should be organized 

vertically under or above the image, or organized horizontally above or below 

the image. These choices will in part be determined by other design and layout 

choices that are made such as if answers will utilize graphic resources and 

graphic devices as well. For example, all multiple-choice answers should be 

demarcated in the same way; thus, all with capitalized, bolded letters, or with 

boxes. If this is not feasible, there should at least be consistency per section of 

the test.  

Fill-in-the-Blank 

Likewise, all fill-in-the-blank questions should be organized with the provided 

sentence and blank either above or below the image, but not both; or organized 

to the left or the right of the image, but not both of those either. 

Image Descriptions 

Like with the two design elements above, if descriptions are being used with 

images, these descriptions should also be consistently laid out. 
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▪ Declutter the Page 

Graphic Devices 

Pages should have plenty of white space, and should not be cluttered with 

unnecessary graphic devices or written resources. Parentheses and score 

tabulations are not needed to properly calculate scores as test graders can write 

their own marks. While the argument could be made that writing of this sort 

was intended to be obviously less salient to the reader through the use of a 

smaller font, this design may not be noticed by the population under 

consideration and could serve as a distraction which could take their attention 

from the elements of the test they were expected to interact with.  

Similarly, be judicious with symbols, whether boxes to group items, 

arrows to point, or other such items. Both can be misconstrued as places to 

write, and both can be misunderstood in terms of how students comprehend 

the question. Instead of relying on these components, rely on consistency of 

layout as discussed above, and recognizable imagery as discussed below. 

Dividing Lines 

Likewise, dividing lines should not be used as many students wanted to write 

on them; this also took their attention from the actual tasks of the test. Use white 

space to divide sections. 

Directions with Embedded Examples 

Reconsider the use of directions as most students appeared to either not read 

them or not understand their intended meanings. Accordingly then, the use of 

examples contained within the directions should not be used. Instead of relying 
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on directions to show students how to respond, make their expected response 

types obvious through consistency in the design of the questions and answers, 

as discussed above. 

▪ One Question Per Section 

Like the “declutter the page” recommendation above, it is recommended that 

there be plenty of white space between each question-and-answer ensemble. 

This will help students to understand which multimodal elements are intended 

to be associated with each question-and-answer ensemble. The consistency of 

layout discussed above will also aid in such recognition. 

▪ Remove Unnecessary Information 

Words Describing Images 

If words and images are not necessary for answering the question, they should 

be removed. For example, in Item #22 [bananas] of Test A, the names of the 

stores provided no additional information that would aid in answering the 

question. The inclusion of the names may have even prompted students to write 

a name in the blank line if they interpreted the task as Which store has the better 

price?, instead of What is the best price? 

Stylized Iconic, Indexical, and Symbolic Words 

Likewise, the use of stylized elements in the words in questions should be 

removed if they are not necessary for answering the question in the intended 

manner. For example, Item #23 [map] of Test A contained clipart images of 

eyes in the place of the letter “o”, which some students found confusing. These 

did not have any positive effect on the answering of the question. 
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▪ Utilize Photographs with Recognizable Detail 

Photographs should be used instead of clipart or line drawings, unless those 

component types have been specifically taught in class and the assessment 

design mirrors that instruction. The photograph should have enough detail for 

the test-takers to recognize the people, place, or events depicted within it, but 

not so much detail that the intended meaning of the photograph is 

overshadowed by the other elements. Some background context and/or visible 

detail is necessary as determined by the misinterpretations of the envelope in 

Item #7 on Test B. 

▪ Utilize Local Photographs or Imagery  

When possible, utilize recognizable locations from your students’ current city, 

or recognizable items from that city or environment. If the school that your 

students’ children attend has a very recognizable school front (such as mosaic-

decorated doors) use that image for school. Similarly, if your city is located in 

the desert, try to use imagery that is representative of the desert landscape. 

Likewise, try to get a feel for your students’ apartments and homes: if you are 

going to show a photograph of a kitchen, try to use a kitchen that is similar to 

their kitchens in terms of kitchen décor (countertops, stoves, cabinet types, etc.). 

Finally, if the intent of a question is for students to name a store in their answer, 

use a photograph of a local grocery store or a grocery chain in the area that you 

know your students frequent. Arizona does not have Kroger or Publix, so the 

use of those storefronts is not appropriate in this environment. 
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▪ Utilize Signs or Symbols Similar to What is Found in Your Teaching 

Environment 

In a similar vein, use signs and symbols that are similar to what is found in your 

classroom or teaching environment in general. For example, if you are going to 

ask students to select the word “restroom” from a list of provided multiple-

choice answers, use an image of a restroom sign that your school uses, and 

avoid more stylized versions unless those have been discussed in class. 

Additionally, if you are going to ask students what the sign means on a recycling 

bin, be sure to use an image of a recycling bin like the one in your classroom. 

It is not recommended, for instance, to show an industrial sized recycling 

dumpster. This will be discussed more in the next point. 

▪ Match Task to Content 

Always consider what you are trying to assess. If the goal of the task is to 

determine a student’s vocabulary knowledge, then the images that are given to 

them must be unambiguous and easily recognizable, matching the vocabulary 

item that they were taught. Once you know if they know the word, you can 

move to connecting that vocabulary words to other examples of it, such as 

connecting your small recycling bin in your classroom to large recycling 

dumpsters outside of the classroom.  

Consider also the task in Item #13 [envelope] of Test A. If the goal of 

this question is to assess if a student knows how to read an envelope, then it 

may be more beneficial to utilize other words from the envelope, such as 

“Center Street” in addition to the already-used “Placentia, California” and 
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“Fullerton, California” as answer choices to determine if the student has 

knowledge of this genre. The use of “Tucson” as an answer choice may be 

distracting, and students may select it because it is the city where they are 

currently living.  

Similarly, what is being assessed on Item #12 [appointment card] on 

Test A? The inconsistent usage of abbreviations leads me to believe that 

knowledge of abbreviations is being assessed, as well as knowledge of how to 

read an appointment card. An incorrect answer does not pinpoint which part 

was misunderstood by students. Thus, the content and the task must match, 

otherwise the results are invalid. This also leads to the next point. 

Finally, consider which strategies you are asking your students to use 

to answer questions. Questions like Item #12 require both bottom-up and top-

down reading approaches, which ultimately means this question is complex.  

▪ Consider Image Content 

It is recommended to utilize images that are representative of the student 

population’s ethnicities, cultures, and backgrounds, but to also be aware to not 

show images that may be traumatic for students. Finally, it is recommended to 

use images that are not anachronistic as students may not have had exposure to 

what is being represented in the image. 

Multiple-Choice Example. From the results of this research, I am inclined to 

organize multiple-choice questions like Item #23 [banana types] on Test C: answers on a 

horizontal plane above an image, no bolded letters in the answer, no letters to mark a list, 
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no boxes, etc., and no expectation of what type of answer should be written (that is, no 

directions, and no examples).  

This design (Test C, Item #23 [banana types]) also utilizes a photograph with 

recognizable details. I do not recommend this photograph, however, because a few 

participants selected apple or apple and banana as the correct answer, and during 

interviews pointed to the cut up bananas in the bowl saying they thought they were apples. 

The use of white space between the answer choices is adequate, as is the space 

between this question-and-answer ensemble and the fill-in-the-blank question below it. 

There is also not a dividing line, and no arrows, boxes, or other extraneous symbols. 

Fill-in-the-Blank Example. Item #26 [boy] on Test C is an example of how I 

would design a fill-in-the-blank question with respect to layout and content. The provided 

sentence is under the image, and the image is representative of a boy who looks like he 

could be a child of many students in my class. Additionally, he is eating a food that I know 

many of my students recognize.  

 There is not a dividing line on this page; thus, the indexical nature of the line should 

be apparent. Finally, I would shorten the blank line as I think it is a bit too long. 

Recommendations for Teaching 

Serafini’s (2014, p. 43) model is useful for educators to introduce students to the 

perceptual, structural, and ideological interpretive dimensions of texts. Through the 

perceptual dimension, teachers can instruct their students in how to notice, navigate, and 

name elements of visual images and multimodal texts. This includes aspects of composition 

and basic elements of design, as well as noticing the focus of what is presented in the image 

or multimodal text. The structural dimension covers grammar, structures, and conventions 
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of visual images and multimodal texts. Teachers can introduce their students to the codes 

and conventions of visual design – specifically Western visual design, and to symbols and 

recurring patterns within a culture’s visual and multimodal conventions. Finally, the 

ideological dimension provides a framework for reflection on the context, culture, and 

history of an image, and introduces students to the cultural symbols and myths of a culture 

as represented visually. The inclusion of a multiliteracies framework into the ESL and 

English literacy class would be beneficial for the students in all respects/contexts of literacy 

and schooling, as knowledge of the frameworks can be transferred to all images and 

multimodal texts.  

Examples for how or what to teach include: 

▪ What does it mean when words are bolded? Larger? Italicized? Underlined? 

▪ What does it mean when words are at the top of a page or multimodal ensemble? 

▪ What does it mean when words or images are on the left of a page versus on the 

right? 

▪ How are sections demarcated? Spacing, dividing lines, differences in font, image, 

etc.? 

▪ How to read clipart or line drawings. What is being represented (iconically)? What 

does that mean in regards to the reader and to this page or this section (indexically)? 

What does that mean symbolically?39 

▪ What are directions? What makes them different from other words on a page? 

▪ What are questions? What makes them different from other words in a multimodal 

ensemble? 

 
 
39 Again, the specific terms “iconic,” “indexical,” and “symbolic” and these semiotic concepts are useful 
for the teacher, but less so for the students. The emphasis here is on teaching students how to understand 
the various types of images they will encounter, and what those images mean both as a single entity, and in 
relation to other multimodal elements and components in a text. 
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▪ What are answers? What makes them different from other words in a multimodal 

ensemble? 

▪ How are boxes used? What sorts of interactions are expected? 

▪ How are graphic devices like circles used? What sorts of interactions are expected? 

▪ What sorts of responses are expected for fill-in-the-blank questions? Where should 

test-takers look for this information? 

▪ How much writing is expected for a short answer question? Where should test-

takers look for this information? 

▪ How do test-takers determine when to copy and when to write creative or individual 

answers? 

▪ What does it mean when words are small and under an image? 

▪ How does an image relate to a question and an answer? 

▪ How are arrows and other such symbols read? 

▪ How to read clipart images that are standing in the place of other orthographic 

symbols? Why might such stylization occur? 

▪ On a test what types of writing are expected? 

▪ On a form what types of writing are expected? 

Future Directions 

Research on low-stakes, in-house assessment texts. One area of future research 

will be to analyze other data that was collected during the course of this dissertation 

research. This data was collected in the same method as the literacy-level students, but with 

students from the low-beginning, high-beginning, and intermediate levels of the local 

program. The analysis of this data would be similar to what was presented in this 

dissertation, so that the data from this research on the students in the program’s higher level 

classes and the data from the students in the literacy-level class can be compared to 

determine similarities and differences in student meaning-making, both productive and 
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self-articulated. The results from these similarities and differences would be used to inform 

the creation of additional level assessment texts, and to broaden the list of 

recommendations for educators and institutions working with refugee-background adults 

who have varying and extremely different literacy experiences. 

 A second future study would include interviews with instructors and administrators 

to determine their opinions both about the assessment design, and the use of the tests. 

Ideally, instructors would also have the opportunity to design their own assessment 

materials and discuss their choices with me during an interview. This would give insight 

into how specific instructors design multimodal assessment texts and their self-articulated 

reasoning for why they made their decisions. This was not possible for the present study 

as the instructor who designed the original assessment no longer works for the Refugee 

Education Program, and no one in the program has remained in contact with her.  

 A third area of future research will investigate the disconnects that arise between 

what students are doing (writing), and what they are seeing or thinking a sign means. For 

example, when participants in the present study looked at the image of the clock and wrote 

the time of their own class, was this because 1) it was a misunderstanding of the use of the 

image in the question, 2) they do not yet have the reading knowledge to read the answer 

choices, or 3) they did not know what the deictic reference point was, so the indexical 

meaning was unclear? Similarly, when students wrote only a few words for the short free 

write, was this because they misunderstood the symbol of the pen in the prompt, or because 

they do not yet have the vocabulary to write more? Such disconnects were obliquely 

referenced and assumed in this dissertation, but further documentation and explanations 

for them would be interesting and would be support the findings from the present study. 
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To accomplish this, I would change the methodology and research design of the future 

study to explore a smaller number of participants. These participants would take the various 

experimental tests over a course of two or three days; the day after the completion of 

testing, I would interview students. During these interviews, I would have each student’s 

completed test and we would review first how they understood the multimodal components 

and test genre elements, and then examine their completed tests to discuss their writing and 

the choices they made. This was not within the scope of the present study since one of the 

goals of the study was to gain a broad overview of how a larger number of students from 

this population made meaning in these texts. The future research would be more in-depth 

for specific students, and each student who participated would complete all the versions of 

the tests, which would also provide some statistical consistency/validity. 

Research on high-stakes assessment texts. Future research will build on the 

findings from the present study to examine meaning-making in high-stakes test 

environments, specifically the U.S. naturalization test. Data on this had already been 

collected in the form of semi-structured interviews. This data, coupled with the results of 

the dissertation study, will be used to make a set of recommendations for teaching U.S. 

citizenship material using multimodal texts. 

Multimodal, multiliteracies curriculum. Another research project I will 

undertake is to create and pilot a multimodal, multiliteracies curriculum (Cope & Kalantzis, 

2000; New London Group, 1996; and by extension for the visual literacy aspects, Kress & 

van Leeuwen, 2006; Serafini, 2014) for refugee- (and immigrant-) background adult 

second language learners with emerging literacy or who (have) experienced interruptions 

in formal, school-based education. This curriculum will be designed for implementation in 
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secondary, community, and adult education settings. As a foundation, this curriculum will 

utilize the types of multimodal texts I have observed in use throughout my research by 

educators, administrators, refugee resettlement agencies, governmental organizations such 

as the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS), and other 

organizations that serve refugee (and immigrant populations). Moreover, it also will have 

space for educators and their students to make use of authentic materials from their home 

and school environments, in essence from the semiotic landscapes that students regularly 

inhabit.  

Teacher-training curriculum. Finally, in a similar vein, I will devise a teacher-

training curriculum for educators of this population. This curriculum will include visual 

and multimodal literacy for this population, and will also cover effective multimodal 

materials design and classroom pedagogy for this population. This curriculum will be 

useful for pre-service and in-service teachers in undergraduate and graduate language and 

literacy, applied linguistics/TESOL, literacy education, and English education programs; 

in-service teachers and administrators in professional development settings, as well as for 

tutors and volunteers in community settings. This curriculum will be piloted, and data will 

be collected on the pilot through classroom observation, survey, and interview.  

 

Final Thoughts on the Importance of the Student Voice 

I would like to conclude by reiterating the importance of gathering student voices and 

perspectives in qualitative research. Most educators in societies like the United States do 

not speak (or read and write) all the languages of the refugee-background students who 

attend their classes. This is not because of their own personal language ideologies, but 
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generally due to the sheer number of different languages that are spoken by our various 

students. Because of this fact, the only guaranteed language among students and the teacher 

is the language that the students are in the process of learning. When this is coupled with 

students who are also becoming literate for their first time in their lives, and in that 

language, this means that often instructors’ opinions about students are based on just their 

observable knowledge of the content that is being taught in class. I am well aware that my 

writing here is based on anecdotes, but I have heard countless educators dismiss their 

students’ intelligence, or focus on what they perceive their students are lacking, instead of 

focusing on their strengths and assets. Cursory glances at student writing can add to such 

a deficit perspective. Further intensifying these beliefs are instructors’ frustrations with 

students’ attitudes and behaviors in class. They forget that most of our students are entering 

formal, school-based learning for the first time in their lives as well, or have had extremely 

different educational experiences in other countries, and are learning how to “do school” 

(Harris, 2010). It is precisely because of overwhelming deficit perspectives that the student 

voice is so necessary when performing research with this population, and when teaching 

this population, because contrary to these pervasive beliefs, our students are brilliant. It is 

my intent that the data shown in this dissertation highlight the brilliance, the cleverness, 

the resilience, and the perseverance of our students. Mewael expressed his gratitude and 

delight in being interviewed, both for having the opportunity to converse more deeply with 

me, but also for being able to participate in and contribute to research that would ultimately 

affect him, his peers, and his community, saying “I just trying to thank you. Thank you for 

whatever that you did and you did with us. You did with us. Take care. We're going to 

walk. It's going to be a long walk, but we're going to walk, and we're going to make it.”  
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APPENDIX A 

U.S. AND ARIZONA REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT CHARTS 

Chart A: U.S. Refugee Resettlement States, Fiscal Years 2014 – 2019 
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Chart B: Refugee Resettlement in Arizona and Tucson, Fiscal Years 2014 – 2019  
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APPENDIX B 

ASSESSMENT ITERATIONS 

Test A  
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Test A. Page 2.  
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Test A. Page 3.  
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Test A. Page 4. 



341 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

 
Test A. Page 5. 
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Test A. Page 6. 
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Test B 
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Test B. Page 2. 
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Test B. Page 3. 
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Test B. Page 4.
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Test B. Page 5. 
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Test B. Page 6. 
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Test B. Page 7. 



350 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

 
Test B. Page 8. 
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Test B. Page 9. 
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Test C 
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Test C. Page 2. 
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Test C. Page 3. 
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Test C. Page 4. 
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Test C. Page 5. 
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 Test C. Page 6. 
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Test C. Page 7. 
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APPENDIX C 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS40 

Beginning Script 

Thank you for coming today. 
 
This is Rugira/Baravan/Atikah/Tekle/Farzaad41. They will help with the translation.  
 
I will ask the question in English, and they will ask you the question in 
Kinyarwanda/Kirundi/Kiswahili/French/Arabic/Tigrinya/Dari. You can answer in any 
language. Rugira/Baravan/Atikah/Tekle/Farzaad will tell me what you said in English. 
 
If you don’t want to answer a question, you don’t have to. 
 
If you want to stop the interview at any time, you can stop. The interview should last 
about one hour. 
 
Your name will not be used. I will give you a fake name if I talk about the data. 
 
Your face will not be shown to anyone. The video camera is pointing at the paper. I am 
using the video camera to record what we are pointing to, and to record your answers. I 
am doing this to help me remember what you say, and to save time. 
 
You can point to anything on the papers. 
 
There are no right or wrong answers. Please just tell me what you think! 
 
Thank you for helping to make these tests better, and fairer. 
 
 
 
  

 
 
40 Bolded questions were questions that were intended to be asked of all participants. 
41 Pseudonyms are used for the interpreters. 
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Background Information 

1. Where are you from?  
 

2. How old are you? 
 

3. How long have you been in the United States? 
 

4. What language(s) do you speak? What is your first language? 
 

5. Can you read and write in your first language? 
 

6. Can you read and write in another language? 
 

7. Did you go to school? For how long? What language and writing system did you 
learn in? 
 

8. What level did you start in here in the REP program? 
 

9. How long have you been attending classes in the REP program? 
 

10. Do you have children in school here in the US? Did they attend school in your 
previous country? Do/did you help them with homework? Do you read and/or 
write with them? 
 

11. When you take the tests we give, how do you feel?  
 

12. And how does it make you feel about school when you take the test? (Combine 
this with the previous question) 
 

13.  How do you feel about writing, and about English? 
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REP Original Assessment (Test A) – Page 1 

14. [Pointing to the clip art pen] What do you think this is/How do you understand 
it? 
 

15. [Pointing to the directions, “fill out the form”] What do you think this says? 
 

16. Do you think there is a relationship between these [the clip art pen and the 
directions]? What does that relationship mean to you/how do you understand 
this? Why do you think that? 

 
17. Why do you think these words are bold [the directions] and these words are not? 

Did you notice that? 
 

18. [pointing to #1 and #2 on the test] What do you think you should do here? Why do 
you think that? 

 
19. [pointing to the boxes in #3 on the test] What do you think this is/How do you 

understand it? What do you think you supposed to do with it? Why do you think 
that? 

 
20. [pointing to the parentheses on the right] What do you think these are/How do you 

understand them? What do you think you should do with them? Why do you think 
that? 

 
21. [pointing to #8 on the test] What do you think these words say [phone number]? And 

this word [home]? What do you think you should do in this space [the space after 
“home”]? Why do you think that? 

 
22. [pointing to the space after the word “home” on #8 on the test] Is the space big 

enough for you to write? If you think it is too small, what would you do? 
 

23. [pointing to the box in #8 on the test] What do you think this is/How do you 
understand it? What do you think you should do with it? Why do you think 
that? Do you think there is a relationship between it and the other words on the 
line? What does that relationship mean to you/how do you understand this? 
Why do you think that? 

 
24. [pointing to the letter “a” on p. 1] What letter is this? Do you see this letter often? 

Where? 
 

25. [pointing to the letter “g” on p. 1] What letter is this? Do you see this letter often? 
Where? 
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REP Original Assessment (Test A) – Page 2 

26. [Pointing to the clip art check for #11] What do you think this is/How do you 
understand it? 
 

27. [Pointing to the directions, “answer”] What does this say? 
 

28. [Pointing to the space below clip art check] What do you think you should do 
here [circle, write, underline, etc.]? Why do you think that? Do you think there 
is a relationship between this, this, and this [the clip art check, the directions, 
and the section below]? What does that relationship mean to you/how do you 
understand this? Why do you think that? 

 
29. [pointing to the box to the right of the answers] What do you think this is for? 

Why do you think that? Do you think there is a relationship between these [the 
answers] and this [the clock?] What does that relationship mean to you/how do 
you understand this? Why do you think that? 

 
30. [pointing to the line separating #11 and #12] Why do you think this line is here?  

 
31. [pointing to the appointment card in #12] What do you think this is/How do you 

understand it? Why do you think that? 
 

32. [pointing to the letter in #13] What do you think this is/How do you understand 
it? Why do you think that? 

 
33. [pointing to the multiple choice in #12 and 13] What do you think these are/How do 

you understand them? What do you think you should do with them? Do you think 
there is a relationship between this [the multiple choice] and this [the images]? What 
does that relationship mean to you? Why do you think that? 

 
34. [pointing to the image of the rayon shirt in #14] What do you think this is/How 

do you understand it? Why do you think that? Have you seen this sort of image 
before? Where – what types of place? In the U.S. or in your home country? 

 

REP Original Assessment (Test A) – Page 3 

35. [pointing to the sign in #15] What do you think this is/How do you understand 
it? Why do you think that? 
 

36. [pointing to the prescription in #16] What do you think this is/How do you understand 
it? Why do you think that? 

 
37. [pointing to the package label in #17] What do you think this is/How do you 

understand it? Why do you think that?  
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REP Original Assessment (Test A) – Page 4 

38. [pointing to the image in # 18] What do you think this is/How do you understand 
it? What do you think this symbol means? Have you seen this before? Where? 
 

39. [pointing to the image in # 19] What do you think this is/How do you understand it? 
What does this symbol mean? Have you seen this before? Where? What types of 
place? In the U.S. or in your home country? 

 
40. [pointing to the dollar in #20, and then the dime, and then the penny] What do 

you think this is? How much? Why do you think that? Does it matter that the 
sizes are different? 

 
41. [pointing to the multiple choice under 18, 19, 20] What do you think these are? 

Do you think there is a relationship these [the MC] and these [the images 
above]? What does that relationship mean to you? Why do you think that? What 
do you think you should do with them? 

 
42. [Pointing to the clip art pen for #21–23] What do you think this is/How do you 

understand it?  
 

43. [Pointing to the directions, “write”] What do you think this says? 
 

44. [Pointing to the space next to the clip art pen/the dividing line above #21] What 
do you think you should do here? What do you think these lines mean/How do 
you understand them? Why do you think they are here? 

 
45. Do you think there is a relationship this, this, and this [the clip art pen, the 

directions, and the section below]? What does that relationship mean to you/how 
do you understand this? 

 
46. [pointing to the dollar signs in #21] What do you think these are/How do you 

understand them? 
 

47. [pointing to the clipart in #21] What type of place do you think this is? What do 
you think is happening here? Why do you think that? Who do you think is in 
this picture? 

 
48. [pointing to the dollar signs and image #21] Do you think this [the signs] means 

anything when placed next to this [the image]? Why do you think that? 
Together, what do you think these mean? 

 
49. Did you notice these [the money symbols] before I asked you about them?  
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50. [pointing to the words and images in #22] What do you think is most important here? 
What do you think you should write in this blank? Why do you think that? 

 
51. [pointing to the googly eyes in #23] What do you think these are/How do you 

understand them? What do you think they mean? Did you notice them? 
 

52. [pointing to all the writing in the directions and questions of #23] Which part do 
you think is the question? Why? 

 
53. [pointing to the entire ensemble of #23] Where do you think you should write 

your answer? 
 

54. [pointing to the image of the map in #23] What do you think this is/How do you 
understand it? Why do you think that? Have you seen anything like this before? 
Where – what types of place? In the U.S. or in your home country? Can you 
describe where? 

 
55. [pointing to the store image in the map in #23] What do you think this is/How do 

you understand it? Why do you think that? 
 

56. [pointing to the park bench image in the map in #23] What do you think this 
is/How do you understand it? Why? 

 
57. [pointing to the words in the map image of #23] What do you think these words 

mean/How do you understand them? 
 

58. [Pointing to the question in #23] Do you think there is a relationship between 
these words and this image? What do you think it means? Why do you think 
that? 

 
59. [Pointing to the answer in #23] Do you think there is a relationship between 

these words and this image? What do you think it means? Why do you think 
that? 

 
60. [pointing to the dashes, comma, and number 6 at the bottom of the page] What do you 

think these are for? Do you think you should write anything here? Why or why not? 
 

REP Original Assessment (Test A) – Page 5 

61. [pointing to the image in #24] What do you think is happening in this image/How 
do you understand this image? Why do you think that? Have you seen this type 
of image before? Where – what types of place? In the U.S. or in your home 
country? 
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62. [pointing to the top set of lines] What do you think you should do here/How do 
you understand this? Why do you think that? 

 
63. [pointing to the bottom part with all the lines] What do you think you should do 

here/How do you understand this? Why do you think that? 
 

64. [pointing to the image in #25] What do you think is happening in this image? 
How do you know? Have you seen this type of image before? Where – what 
types of place? In the U.S. or in your home country? 

 
65. This says, “Write a letter to your landlord explaining why the rent is late.” Would you 

ever do that? Or would you speak to your landlord? 
 
 

Experimental Assessment (Test B) – Page 1 

66. [Pointing to the picture of a hand writing pen] What do you think this is/How do 
you understand it?  
 

67. [Pointing to the directions, “Write the answer”] What do you think this says? 
 

68. Why do you think these words are so dark and in italics? 
 

69. Do you think there is a relationship between these [the hand writing and the 
directions]? What do you think it means/How do you understand it? 

 
70. [pointing to the circle next to #3 and #4] What do you think this means/How do 

you understand it? What do you think you should do? Why do you think that? 
 

71. [pointing to the dashed line between #5 and 6] What do you think this is/How do you 
understand it? Why do you think it is here? 

 
72. [pointing to the circle above #6] What do you think this is/How do you 

understand it? Why do you think it is here? Do you think there is a relationship 
between this and the rest of the page? What do you think it is? Why do you 
think that? 

 
73. [pointing to the answers underneath the image in #6] What do you think these 

are/How do you understand them? How do you know? What do you think you 
should do? Why do you think that? 
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Experimental Assessment (Test B) – Page 2 

74. [pointing to the image in #7] What do you think this is/How do you understand it? 
How do you know? 
 

75. [pointing to the answers above the picture in #7] Do you think there is a 
relationship between these words and this picture? If so, what do you think it is? 
Why do you think that? Would it make a difference to you if the words were 
under the picture? 

 
76. [pointing to the answer choices] What do you think you should do with these? 

Why do you think that? 
 

77. [pointing to the dashed line] What do you think this is and why do you think it is 
here? Do you think you should write on it? Why do you think that? 

 
78. [pointing to the image in #8] What do you think this is/How do you understand 

it? Have you seen this before? Can you tell me where you have seen it before? Or 
can you describe where you have seen it? In the U.S. or in your home country?  

 

Experimental Assessment (Test B) – Page 3 

79. [pointing to the check box picture next to the directions for #9] What do you 
think this is/How do you understand it? Why do you think it is here? Do you 
think there is a relationship between this and the rest of the page? What does 
that relationship mean to you? Why do you think that? 
 

80. [pointing to the image in #9] What do you think this is/How do you understand it? 
Have you seen this before? Can you tell me where you have seen it before? Or can 
you describe where you have seen it? In the U.S. or in your home country? 

 
81. [pointing to the check boxes to the right of the choices below the image in #9] 

What do you think this is/How do you understand it? Why do you think it is 
here? What do you think you should do with it? Why do you think that? 

 
82. [pointing to the image in #10] What do you think this is/How do you understand 

it? Have you seen this before? Can you tell me where you have seen it before? Or 
can you describe where you have seen it? In the U.S. or in your home country? 

 
83. [pointing to the check boxes to the left of the choices below the image in #10] What 

do you think this is/How do you understand it? Why do you think it is here? What do 
you think you should do with it? Why do you think that? 

 
84. [pointing to the check boxes in both #9 and #10] Do you like the boxes better on 

the left or the right of the words? 
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85. [pointing to the answers in both #9 and #10] Do you like the answers better 
above or below the image?  

 
86. [pointing to the solid line] What do you think this is//How do you understand it, 

and why do you think it is here? Do you think you should write on it? Why do 
you think that? 

 
87. [pointing to the solid line on this page and the dashed line on the previous page] 

Which do you like better? Does it matter? Do you need the lines? 
 

Experimental Assessment (Test B) – Page 4 

88. [pointing to the image in #11] What do you think this is/How do you understand it? 
Why do you think that? Have you seen this before? Can you tell me where you have 
seen it before? Or can you describe where you have seen it? In the U.S. or in your 
home country? 

 
89. [pointing to the A, B, C in #11 and the lack of A, B, C in #9] Which do you like 

better? The one with the ABC, or the one without? Why? 
 

90. [pointing to the circle picture next to the directions for #12] What do you think 
this is/How do you understand it? Why do you think it is here? Do you think 
there is a relationship between this and the rest of the page? What does that 
relationship mean to you? Why do you think that? 
 

91. [pointing to the question #12 under the images] What do you think this is/How 
do you understand it? Why do you think that? 
 

92. [pointing to the words under #12] Why do you think these are here/How do you 
understand them? What do you think you should do? Why do you think that? 

 

Experimental Assessment (Test B) – Page 5 

93. [pointing to the solid line under #13] What do you think this is/How do you 
understand it, and why do you think it is here? Do you think you should write on it? 
Why do you think that? 

 
94. [pointing to the words under #13] Why do you think these are here/How do you 

understand them? What do you think you should do? Why do you think that? 
 

95. [pointing to the questions in #12 and #13] Do you like this [the question] better 
above or below the image? 
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96. [pointing to the images in #13] What do you think this is (the dollar)? What do 
you think this is (the dime)? What do you think this is (the penny)? How do you 
know what coins these are? How much do you think this is? Does it matter that 
these are the size they would be in real life? 

 
97. [pointing to the image in #14] What do you think this is/How do you understand 

it? How do you know? 
 

98. [pointing to the image in #14] If the word “park” were not in the picture, would you 
know this was a park? 

 
99. [pointing to the answers in both #13 and #14] Do you like the answers better 

above or below the image? 
 

Experimental Assessment (Test B) – Page 6 

100. [Pointing to the picture of a hand writing with a pen above #15] What do you 
think this is/How do you understand it?  

 
101. [Pointing to the directions, “Write the answer”] What do you think this says? 

 
102. Do you think there is a relationship between these [the hand writing and the 

directions]? What do you think it means? Why do you think that? 
 

103. [pointing to the image in #15] Where do you think this is/How do you 
understand it? Who do you think they are? Why do you think that? What 
did you see first when you looked at this image? 

 
104. [pointing to the question below the image] What do you think this is/How do 

you understand it? Why do you think that? What do you think you should 
you do here? 

 
105. [pointing to the thick line below the image] What do you think this/How do you 

understand it? Why do you think that? What do you think you should do here? 
 

Experimental Assessment (Test B) – Page 7 

106. [pointing to the directions above #17] Why do you think these words are 
underlined? How do you understand them? 

 
107. [pointing to the image in #17] Who do you think they are? Where do you 

think they are? Why do you think that? What did you see first when you 
looked at this image? 
 



369 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

108. [pointing to the lines under the picture] What do you think these are for/How do 
you understand them? Why do you think that? Do you think there is a 
relationship between these lines and the picture? What does that relationship 
mean to you? Why do you think that?  

 

Experimental Assessment (Test B) – Page 8 

109. [pointing to the picture of the man with his hand next to his ear] What do 
you think this is/How do you understand this? Why do you think that? 

 
110. [pointing to the image and the directions] Do you think there is a relationship 

between this image and these words? What does that relationship mean to 
you? Why do you think that? 

 
111. [pointing to the boxes in #18–22] What do you think you should do here/How 

do you understand this? Why do you think that? 
 

Experimental Assessment (Test B) – Page 9 

112. [pointing to the lines in #23–27] What do you think you should do here/How 
do you understand this? Why do you think that? 

 
113. Do you think there is a relationship between these [pointing to the lines and 

numbers] and these [pointing to the images and directions]? What does that 
relationship mean to you? Why do you think that? 

 
114. [pointing to the lines in #28–32] What do you think you should do here/How do 

you understand this? Why do you think that? 
 

115. Do you think there is a relationship between these [pointing to the lines and 
numbers] and these [pointing to the images and directions]? What does that 
relationship mean to you? Why do you think that? 

 
116. [pointing to the lines in #28–32] Do you think these are for letters or words? 

Why do you think that? 
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Experimental Assessment (Test C) – Page 1 

117. [pointing to the words above the images in #1 and 2] What do you think you 
  should do here/How do you understand this? Why do you think that? 

 
118. [pointing to the words in #3] What do you think you should do here/How do 

you understand this? Why do you think that? 
 

119. [pointing to the words below the images in #4 and 5] What do you think you 
should do here/How do you understand this? Why do you think that? 

 
120. [pointing to the words above #1 and 2 and below #4 and 5] Which do you 

like better? The words above or the words below? Why? 
 

121. [pointing to the words and images in #1, 2, 4, 5, and then to the words in #3, 
6, 7] Which do you like better? With pictures or without? Why? 

 
122. [pointing to the image in #1] This is a picture of an appointment card from 

Tucson. Do you think it is important to have images from Tucson? Why or 
why not? 

 

Experimental Assessment (Test C) – Page 2 

123. [pointing to the lines for #8–11] What do you think you should do here/How 
do you understand this? Why do you think that? 

 
124. [pointing to the lines for #12–15] What do you think you should do here/How 

do you understand this? Why do you think that? 
 

125. [pointing to the lines for #16–17] What do you think you should do here/How 
do you understand this? Why do you think that? 

 
126. [pointing to the lines for #8–11] Do you think these are for letters, words, or 

sentences? Why do you think that?  
 

127. [pointing to the lines for #12–15] Do you think these are for letters, words, or 
sentences? Why do you think that?  

 
128. [pointing to the lines for #16–17] Do you think these are for letters, words, or 

sentences? Why do you think that?  
 

129. [pointing to #18–20] What do you think you should do here/How do you 
understand this? Why do you think that? 
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130. [pointing to the word ‘quarter’ in #18] What do you think this says/How do 
you understand this? Do you think there is a relationship between this word 
and the images underneath? What does that relationship mean to you? Why 
do you think that? 

 
131. Do you think there should be a dividing line between #8–17 and #18? Why or 

Why not? 
 

Experimental Assessment (Test C) – Page 3 

132. [pointing to the arrow in #21] What do you think this is/How do you 
understand it? Why do you think it is here? Do you think there is a 
relationship between these words (the question) and this (the image)? What 
does that relationship mean to you? Why do you think that? 

 
133. [pointing to the image in #21] What do you think this is/How do you 

understand it? Why do you think it is here? 
 

134. [pointing to the MC answers below #21] What do you these are/How do you 
understand them? Why do you think they are here? What do you think you 
should do with them? Do you think there is a relationship between them and 
these words (above the image) and this (the image)? What does that 
relationship mean to you? Why do you think that? 

 

Experimental Assessment (Test C) – Page 4 

135. [pointing to the MC answers below #21, the multiple-choice answers next to 
#22, and the multiple-choice answers above # 23] Which do you like better? 
Below, on the left, or above? Why? 

 
136. [pointing to the image in #23] What do you think these are/How do you 

understand them? Why do you think that? Does it help that there are different 
varieties of banana shown here? 

 
137. [pointing to the image in #24] Where do you think she is? Why do you think 

that? 
 

138. [pointing to the words under #24] Why do you think these words are here? 
Do you think there is a relationship between these words and the image 
above? What does that relationship mean to you? Why do you think that? 
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139. [pointing to #24] Do you think you should write about the picture? Where do 
you think you should write? Why do you think that? 

 
140. Do you think there should be a dividing line between #23 and #24? Why or 

why not? 
 

Experimental Assessment (Test C) – Page 5 

141. [pointing to #25] Who do you think this is? Tell me about her. 
 
142. [pointing to #25] What do you think you should do here? Why do you think 

that? 
 

143. [pointing to#26] Who do you think this is? Tell me about him. 
 

144. [pointing to #26] What do you think you should do here? Why do you think that? 
 

145. [pointing to #25 and #26] Do you like it better when the sentence is above or 
below the picture? Why? 

 

Experimental Assessment (Test C) – Page 6 

146. [pointing to #27 and #28] What do you think you should do here/How do you 
understand this? Why do you think that? 

 
147. [pointing to #29] Tell me about this picture. Do you like this picture? Why or 

why not? 
 

148. [pointing to the lines below #29] What do you think you should do here/How do 
you understand this? Why do you think that? 

 

Experimental Assessment (Test C) – Page 7 

149. [pointing to #30] Tell me about this picture. Do you like this picture? Why or 
  why not? 
 

150. [pointing to #31] Tell me about this picture. Do you like this picture? Why or 
why not? 

 
151. [pointing to the lines next to #30 and #31] Do you like the lines better 

underneath the picture or on the right of the picture? Why? 
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Experimental Assessment (Test C) – All Pages 

152. Which did you like better? The boxes with words and no images on revised 
assessment 1, or the words with images on revised assessment 2? Why? 

 
153. Does it matter that there were no printed directions anywhere on this test? 

 
154. Does it matter that there were no dividing lines anywhere on this test? 

 
155. Does this test need circles, check boxes, hands writing, people listening, etc.? 

 
156. Does it matter that the numbers are bolded? 

 
157. Do you like images of people who look like you and your classmates, pictures 

 
of you and your classmates, and images of your local community? Does it 
matter for the test? 

 
 
  



374 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

REFERENCES 

Abdi, C. M. (2007). Convergence of civil war and the religious right. Signs: Journal of 

  Women in Culture and Society, 33(1), 183–207.  

Allemano, J. (2013). Testing the reading ability of low-educated ESOL learners. In T. 

  Tammelin-Laine, L. Nieminen, & M. Martin (Eds.), Low-educated second 

  language and literacy acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the 8th symposium 

  (pp. 127–144). Jyväskylä University Printing House.  

Allen, G. (2003). Roland Barthes. Routledge. 

Altherr Flores, J. A. (2017). Social semiotics and multimodal assessment of L2 adult 

  emergent readers from refugee backgrounds. In M. Sosiński (Ed.) Alfabetización 

  y aprendizaje de idiomas por adultos: Investigación, política educativa y práctica 

  docente/Literacy education and second language learning by adults (LESLLA): 

  Research, policy and practice (pp. 9–31). Universidad de Granada.  

Altherr Flores, J. A. (2018). Decoding citizenship in USCIS naturalization test materials: 

A critical social semiotic analysis. Critical Multilingualism Studies, 6(1), 22–50. 

Altherr Flores, J. A. (2019). Messages and meaning in perceived and lived spaces: 

  Semiosis, institutions, and landscapes. In A. Cirocki & R. Farrelly (Eds.), Current 

  perspectives on teaching English to refugee-background students [Special Issue]. 

  European Journal of Applied Linguistics and TEFL, 8(1), 175–202. 

Altherr Flores, J. A. (forthcoming). The semiotics of writing: How adult L2 learners with 

emergent literacy make meaning in assessment texts through writing. In L. 

Gonzalves, N. Pettitt, T. Wall, E. Tarone (Eds.) Adult L2 Writers with Emergent 



375 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Literacy: Theoretical and Pedagogical Considerations [Special Issue]. Journal of 

Second Language Writing. 

Altherr Flores, J. A. (in progress). “My village was burning – how could I know that?” 

  Meaning-making in USCIS official naturalization test study materials. 

Altherr Flores, J. A., Shufflebarger Snell, A. M., Van Roekel, K., & Fogel, L. (2019). 

Teaching and tutoring adult emergent readers with refugee backgrounds: 

Implementing a training program for community volunteers. In J. Sacklin and D. 

McParland (Eds.) Literacy Education and Second Language Learning for Adults 

(LESLLA): Proceedings of the 13th annual symposium (pp. 1–18). LESLLA. 

Anderson, T., & Shattuck, J. (2012). Design-based research: A decade of progress in 

  education research? Educational Researcher, 41(1), 16–25.  

Arbuckle, K. (2004). The language of pictures: Visual literacy and print materials for 

  Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET). Language Matters, 35(2), 445–458. 

Ardila, A., & Moreno, S. (2001). Neuropsychological test performance in Aruaco 

Indians: An exploratory study. Journal of International Neuropsychology, 7(4), 

510–551.  

Ardila, A., Rosselli, M., & Rosas, P. (1989). Neuropsychological assessment in 

illiterates: Visuospatial and memory abilities. Brain and Cognition, 11(2), 147–

166.  

Auerbach, E. (1992). Making meaning, making change: Participatory curriculum 

development for adult ESL literacy. Center for Applied Linguistics and Delta 

Systems.  

 



376 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Auerbach, E., & Burgess, D. (1985). The hidden curriculum of survival ESL. TESOL 

  Quarterly, 19(3), 475–495. 

August, G. (2006). So, what’s behind adult English second language reading? Bilingual 

  Research Journal, 30(2), 245–264.  

August, D., & Shanahan, T. (Eds.). (2006). Developing literacy in second-language 

  learners: Report of the National Literacy Panel on Language-Minority Children 

  and Youth. Erlbaum.  

Avgerinou, M. D., & Pettersson, R. (2011). Toward a cohesive theory of visual literacy. 

  Journal of Visual Literacy, 30(2), 1–19. 

Bakhtin, M. (1981). The dialogic imagination: Four essays. (Trans. C. Emerson and M. 

  Holquist.). University of Texas Press.  

Bakhtin, M. (1987). Speech genres and other essays. University of Texas Press. 

Barry, A. (1997). Visual intelligence: Perception, image, and manipulation in visual 

  communication. SUNY Press. 

Barthes, R. (1957). Mythologies. Hill and Wang. 

Bartolomei, L., Eckert, R., & Pittaway, E. (2014). “What happens there … follows us 

  here”: Resettled but still at risk: Refugee women and girls in Australia. Refuge: 

  Canada’s Journal on Refugees, 30(2), 45–56.  

Barton, D. (2009). Understanding textual practices in a changing world. In M. Baynham 

& M. Prinsloo (Eds.), The future of literacy studies (pp. 38–53). Palgrave 

Macmillan. 

Barton, D., & Hamilton, M. (1998). Understanding literacy as social practice. In Local 

  literacies: Reading and writing in one community (pp. 3–22). Routledge. 



377 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Batalova, J., Mittelstadt, M., Mather, M., & Lee, M. (2008). Immigration: Data Matters. 

  Migration Policy Institute and Population Reference Bureau. 

  http://www.migrationpolicy.org/pubs/2008DataGuide.pdf  

Belcher, D. (2012). Considering what we know and need to know about second language 

writing. Applied Linguistics Review, 3(1), 131–150. 

Belcher, D. (2013). The scope of L2 writing: Why we need a wider lens. Journal of 

  Second Language Writing, 22(4), 438–439.  

Benseman, J. (Fall 2014). Adult refugee learners with limited literacy: Needs and 

  effective responses. Refuge: Canada’s Journal on Refugees, 30(1), 93–103.  

Berne, J. (2004). Think-aloud protocol and adult learners. Adult Basic Education,14(3),

 153–173. 

Bernstein, B. (1971). Class, codes and control (Volume 1). Routledge & Kegan Paul. 

Bezemer, J., & Kress, G. (2008). Writing in multimodal texts: A social semiotic account 

  of designs for learning. Written Communication, 25(2), 166–195. 

Bigelow, M., & Pettitt, N. (2015). Narratives of ethical dilemmas in research with 

  immigrants with limited formal schooling. In De Costa (Ed.) Ethics in applied 

  linguistics research: Language researcher narratives (pp. 66–82). Routledge. 

Bigelow, M., & Schwarz, R. (2010). Adult English language learners with limited 

  literacy. National Institute for Literacy. 

Bigelow, M., & Tarone, E. (2004). The role of literacy level in second language 

  acquisition: Doesn't who we study determine what we know? TESOL Quarterly, 

  38(4), 689–700.  

 



378 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Bigelow, M., & Vinogradov, P. (2011). Teaching adult second language learners who are 

  emergent readers. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 31, 120–136. 

Birch, B. (2007). English L2 reading: Getting to the bottom (2nd ed.). Erlbaum.  

Blanton, L. L. (2002). Seeing the invisible: Situating L2 literacy acquisition in child- 

teacher interaction. Journal of Second Language Writing, 11(4), 295–310. 

Bloodgood, J. W. (1999). What’s in a name? Children’s name writing and literacy 

  acquisition. Reading Research Quarterly, 34(3), 342–367.  

Bloomberg, L. D., & Volpe, M. (2019). Completing your qualitative dissertation: A road 

map from beginning to end. Sage. 

Boling, E., Eccarius, M., Smith, K. & Frick, T. (2004). Instructional illustrations: 

  Intended meanings and learner interpretations. Journal of Visual Literacy, 24(2), 

 185–204. 

Brinchmann, E. I., Hjetland, H. N., & Lyster, S. A. H. (2016). Lexical quality matters: 

  Effects of word knowledge instruction on the language and literacy skills of third- 

and fourth-grade poor readers. Reading Research Quarterly, 51(2), 165–180.  

Brown, A. (1992). Design experiments: Theoretical and methodological challenges in 

  creating complex interventions in classroom settings. Journal of the Learning 

  Sciences, 2, 141–178.  

Brown, H. D., & Abeywickrama, P. (2010). Language assessment: Principles and 

  classroom practices. Pearson Longman. 

Brown, O. (2008). Migration and climate change (IOM Migration Research Series 

  No. 32). International Organization for Migration (IOM). 

 



379 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Britsch, S. (2009). ESOL Educators and the experience of visual literacy. TESOL 

  Quarterly, 43(4), 710–721. 

Bruski, D. (2012). Graphic device interpretation by low-literate adult ELLs: Do they get 

  the picture? Minnesota and Wisconsin Teachers of English to Speakers of Other 

  Languages Journal, 29, 7–29. 

Buckwalter, J.K., & Lo, Y. G. (2002). Emergent biliteracy in Chinese and English. 

  Journal of Second Language Writing, 11, 269–293. 

Burns, A. (2009). Action research. In J. Heigham and R. A. Croker (Eds.) Qualitative 

  research in applied linguistics (pp. 112–134). Palgrave Macmillan. 

Burt, M., Peyton, J. K., & Adams, R. (2003). Reading and adult English language 

  learners: The role of the first language. Center for Applied 

  Linguistics. http://www.cal.org/caela/esl_resources/digests/reading.html 

Burt, M., Peyton, J. K., & van Duzer, C. (2005). How should adult ESL reading 

  instruction differ from ABE reading instruction? Center for  Adult English 

  Language Acquisition.  

Burt, M., Peyton, J. K., & Schaetzel, K. (2008). Working with adult English language 

  learners with limited literacy: Research, practice and professional development. 

  Center for Applied Linguistics. 

  http://www.cal.org/caelanetwork/resources/limitedliteracy.html 

Caldas-Coulthard, C. R., & van Leeuwen, T. (2003). Critical social semiotics. Social 

  Semiotics, 13(1), 3–4. 

Carlsen, C. H. (2017). Giving LESLLA learners a fair chance in testing. In M. Sosiński 

  (Ed.) Alfabetización y aprendizaje de idiomas por adultos: Investigación, política 



380 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

educativa y práctica docente/Literacy education and second language learning by 

adults (LESLLA): Research, policy and practice (pp. 135–148). Universidad de 

Granada.  

Castles, A., & Coltheart, M., (2004). Is there a causal link from phonological awareness 

  to success in learning to read? Cognition, 91, 77–111.  

Christoph, J. N. (2009). Each one teach one: The legacy of evangelism in adult literacy 

  education. Written Communication, 26(1), 77–110.  

Cloud, N., Genesee, F., & Hamayan, E. (2009). Literacy instruction for English language 

  learners. Heinemann.  

Comings, J., & Soricone, L. (2005). The world education approach to adult literacy 

  program design. World Education.  

Condelli, L., & Wrigley, H. S. (2003). Effective instruction for adult ESL literacy 

  students: Findings from “What Works.” Presentation at COABE 2003, Portland, 

  Oregon. 

Condelli, L., Wrigley, H. S., & Yoon, K. S. (2008). “The what works study: Instruction, 

  literacy, and language learning for adult ESL literacy students.” In S. Reder and J. 

  Bynner (Eds.), Tracking adult literacy and numeracy skills: Findings from 

  longitudinal research (pp. 132–159). Routledge. 

Connor-Linton, J. (1995a). Looking behind the curtain: what do L2 composition ratings 

really mean? TESOL Quarterly, 29, 762–765.  

Connor-Linton, J. (1995b). Crosscultural comparison of writing standards: American 

  ESL and Japanese EFL, World Englishes, 14(1), 99–115.  

 



381 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Cooke, M., & Simpson, J. (2008). ESOL: A critical guide. Oxford University Press. 

Cope, B., & Kalantzis, M. (2000). Multiliteracies: Literacy learning and the design of 

  social futures. Routledge. 

Cornett, S. (2009). Assessing and addressing health literacy. Online Journal of Issues in 

  Nursing, 14(3), 1. 

Crandall, J., & Peyton, J. (1993). Approaches to adult ESL literacy instruction. Center for 

  Applied Linguistics and Delta Systems Co., Inc. 

Croydon, A. (2005). Making it real: Teaching pre-literate adult refugee students. 

  Tacoma Community House Training Project. 

Cummins, J. (1984). Language proficiency, bilingualism, and academic achievement. In 

  P. Richard-Amato & M. Snow (Eds.), The multicultural classroom: Readings for 

  content-area teachers (pp. 16–26). Addison-Wesley. 

Currie, P., & Cray, E. (2004). ESL literacy: Language practice or social practice? Journal 

  of Second Language Writing, 13, 111–132. 

Custodio, B., & O’Loughlin, J. B. (2017). Students with interrupted formal education: 

  Bridging where they are and what they need. Corwin. 

de Gama, F. (2017). Phonological fluency amongst adolescent low literacy second 

  language learners. In M. Sosiński (Ed.) Alfabetización y aprendizaje de idiomas 

  por adultos: Investigación, política educativa y práctica docente/Literacy 

  education and second language learning by adults (LESLLA): Research, policy 

  and practice (pp. 85–98). Universidad de Granada.  

 

 



382 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

de Oliveira, L. C., & Silva, T. (2016). Second language writing in elementary 

  classrooms: Instructional issues, content-area writing and teacher education. 

  Palgrave Macmillan. 

Dalderop, K., Janssen-van Dieten, A. M., & Stockmann, W. (2009). Literacy: Assessing 

  progress. In I. van de Craats and J. Kurvers (Eds.) Low-educated second language 

  and literacy acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the 4th symposium (pp. 85– 

96). LOT. 

Debes, J. L. (1969). The loom of visual literacy. Audiovisual Instruction, (14)8, 25–27. 

DeCapua, A. (2016). Reaching students with limited or interrupted formal education 

  through culturally responsive teaching. Language and Linguistics Compass, 

  10(5), 225–237. 

DeCapua, A., & Marshall, H. (2011). Breaking new ground: Teaching students with 

  limited or interrupted formal education in secondary schools. University of 

  Michigan. 

DeCapua, A., Marshall, H., & Frank Tang, L. (2020). Meeting the needs of SLIFE: A 

  guide for Educators (2nd ed.). University of Michigan. 

Design-Based Research Collective. (2003). Design-based research: An emerging 

  paradigm for educational inquiry. Educational Researcher, 32(1), 5–8.  

Desrochers, A., Manolitsis, G., & Georgiou, G. G. (2018). Early contribution of 

  morphological awareness to literacy skills across languages varying in 

  orthographic consistency. Reading and Writing, 31(8), 1695–1719.  

 

 



383 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Díaz-Cárdenas, A. F., Díaz-Furlong, H. A., Díaz-Furlong, A., & Sankey-García, M. R. 

  (2016). Syllabic schemes and knowledge of the alphabet in reading acquisition: 

  Onset or nucleus variation. International Education Studies, 9(11), 151–162.  

Doak, C. C., Doak, L. G. , & Root, J. H. (1996). Teaching patients with low-literacy 

  skills. Lippincott Co.  

Doignon-Camus, N., & Zagar, D. (2014). The syllabic bridge: the first step in learning 

  spelling-to-sound correspondences. Journal of Child Language, 41, 1147–1165.  

Dondis, D. (1973). A primer of visual literacy. MIT Press. 

Dowse, R. (2004). Using visuals to communicate medicine information to patients with 

low literacy. Adult Learning, 15(1–2), 22–25.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/104515950401500106 

Duncum, P. (2004). Visual culture isn’t just visual: Multiliteracy, multimodality, and 

  meaning. Studies in Art Education, 45(3), 252–264. 

Durham, L., & Kim, S. (2019). Training dilemmas and recommendations with volunteer 

  instructors in small, faith-based adult ESL programs. TESOL Journal, 

  https://doi.org/10.1002/tesj.374.  

Elson, A., & Krygowski, N. (2012). Low-level learners: Prioritizing teaching topics. In P. 

  Vinogradov & M. Bigelow (Eds.), Low educated second language and literacy 

  Acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the 7th symposium (pp. 183–202). 

  University of Minnesota.  

Fairbairn, S., & Martin, M. (2004). No Child Left Behind: ELL assessment and one 

  state’s response. Presented as a paper at the Midwest Association of Language 

  Testers Conference (MWALT), Dayton, Ohio, 16 October 2004. 



384 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Fairclough, N. (1992). Discourse and social change. Polity Press.  

Fairclough, N. (1995). Critical Discourse Analysis: The critical study of language. 

  Longman. 

Fairclough, N. (2001). Language and power (2nd ed.). Longman. 

Fairclough, N. (2003). Analyzing discourse: Textual analysis for social research. 

  Routledge.  

Fairclough, N., & Wodak, R. (1997). Critical Discourse Analysis. In T. A. van Dijk (Ed.), 

  Discourse as social interaction. Discourse studies: A multidisciplinary 

  introduction. Vol. 2 (pp. 258–284). Sage. 

Fairclough, N., Mulderrig, J., & Wodak, R. (2011). Critical discourse analysis. In T. A. 

  van Dijk (Ed.), Discourse studies: A multidisciplinary introduction (2nd ed.) (pp. 

  357–378). Sage. 

Feldman, E. (1976). Visual literacy. The Journal of Aesthetic Education 10(3/4), 195– 

200. 

Forceville, C. (1999). Educating the eye? Kress and van Leeuwen’s “Reading images: 

  The grammar of visual design (1996).” Language and Literature, 8(2), 163–178.   

Fox, J., & Cheng, L. (2007). Did we take the same test? Differing accounts of the Ontario 

Secondary School Literacy Test by first and second language test-takers.  

Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & Practice, 14(1), 9–26. 

Frank, M., & Perry, K. (2015). Beginning Alphabetics Tests & Tools (BATT). ATLAS, 

  Hamline University. 

Franker, Q. (2007). Bildval i alfabetiseringsundervisningen: En fråga om synsått. 

  University of Gothenburg.  



385 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Furnes, B., & Samuelsson, S. (2011). Phonological awareness and rapid automatized 

  naming predicting early development in reading and spelling: Results from a 

  cross-linguistic longitudinal study. Learning and Individual Differences, 21(1), 

  85–95.  

Gee, J. P. (1986). Orality and literacy: From the savage mind to ways with words. TESOL 

  Quarterly, 20(4), 719–746. 

Gee, J. P. (1996). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in discourses (2nd ed.). 

  Taylor & Francis.  

Genesee, F., Lindholm-Leary, K., Saunders, B., & Christian, D. (Eds.) (2006). Educating 

  English Language Learners: A synthesis of research evidence. Cambridge 

  University Press.  

Gonzalves, L. M. (2012). "We want to depend on us": Yemeni women name success. In 

  P. Vinogradov & M. Bigelow (Eds.), Low-educated second language and literacy 

  acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the 7th symposium (pp. 93–109). University 

  of Minnesota.  

Gonzalves, L. M. (2017). When standardized tests fail: Assessing ESL literacy learners in 

California. In M. Sosiński (Ed.) Alfabetización y aprendizaje de idiomas por 

adultos: Investigación, política educativa y práctica docente/Literacy education 

and second language learning by adults (LESLLA): Research, policy and practice 

(pp. 123–134). Universidad de Granada.  

Goswami, U., & Bryant, P. (2016). Phonological skills and learning to read. Psychology 

  Press and Routledge Classic Editions. 

 



386 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Greenberg, D., Ehri, L., & Perin, D. (2002). Do adult literacy students make the same 

  word-reading and spelling errors as children matched for word-reading age? 

  Scientific Studies of Reading, 6(3), 221–243.  

Greenberg, D., Pae, H. K., Morris, R. D., Calhoon, M. B., & Nanda, A. O. (2009). 

  Measuring adult literacy students’ reading skills using the Gray Oral Reading 

  Test. Annals of Dyslexia, 59(2), 133–149. 

Greenfield, P. M. (1997). You can’t take it with you. American Psychologist, 52(10),  

  1115–1124. 

Haggerty, K. D. (2004). Ethics creep: Governing social science research in the name of 

  ethics. Qualitative Sociology, 27, 391–414.  

Halliday, M. A. K. (1978). Language as social semiotic: The social interpretation of 

  language and meaning. Edward Arnold.  

Halliday, M. A. K. (1985). Introduction to functional grammar. Edward Arnold.  

Halliday, M. A. K., & Martin, J. R. (1981). Readings in systemic linguistics. Batsford. 

Halliday, M. A. K., & Matthiessen, C. (2004). An introduction to functional grammar (3rd 

  ed.). Edward Arnold. 

Hardy, D. (2009). Learning for life: An ESL literacy handbook. Bow Valley College. 

Harper, C., & de Jong, E. (2004). Misconceptions about teaching English-language 

  learners. Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 48(2), 152–162.  

Harris, K. (2010). “Learners Without Educational Experiences.” Electronic mailing list 

  message. April 12. 

  http://lincs.ed.gov/pipermail/englishlanguage/2010/005865.html 

 



387 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Haverson, W., & Haynes, J. (1982). ESL/literacy for adult learners. In S. Behrens (Ed.), 

Language in education: Theory and practice (Vol. 49). Center for Applied 

Linguistics.  

Hecke, C. (2015). Visual literacy and foreign language learning. In M. Bigelow & J. 

  Ennser-Kananen (Eds.), The Routledge handbook of educational linguistics (pp. 

  171–184). Routledge. 

Heinich, R., Molenda, M., & Russell, J. D. (1982). Instructional media and the new 

  technologies of instruction. John Wiley & Sons. 

Hill, L. (2008). The role of visuals in communicating health information to low literate 

  adults. Focus on Basics: Connecting Research to Practice, 9(B), 40–45. 

Hodge, R. (2012). Ideology, identity, interaction: Contradictions and challenges for 

  Critical Discourse Analysis. Critical Approaches to Discourse Analysis across 

  Disciplines, 5(2), 1–18. 

Hodge, R., & Kress, G. (1988). Social semiotics. Cornell University Press. 

Houts, P. S., Doak, C. C., Doak, L. G., & Loscalzo, M. J. (2006). The role of pictures in 

  improving health communication: A review of research on attention, 

comprehension, recall, and adherence. Patient Education and Counseling, 61(2), 

173–90.  

Hovil, L., & Lomo, Z. A. (2015). Forced displacement and the crisis of citizenship in 

  Africa’s Great Lakes region: Rethinking refugee protection and durable solutions. 

  Refuge: Canada’s Journal on Refugees, 31(2), 39–50. 

Hudson, W. (1960). Pictorial depth perception in sub-cultural groups in Africa. Journal 

  of Social Psychology, 52, 183–208.  



388 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Huettig, F. (2015). Literacy influences cognitive abilities far beyond the mastery of 

  written language. In I. van de Craats, J. Kurvers, & R. van Hout (Eds.), Adult 

  literacy, second language, and cognition (pp. 115–128). Centre for Language 

  Studies. 

Huntley, H. (1992). The new illiteracy: a study of the pedagogic principles of teaching 

  English as a Second Language to non-literate adults. ERIC.  

Hvitfeldt, C. (1985). Picture perception and interpretation among preliterate adults. 

  Passage: Journal of Refugee Education, 1(1), 27–30.  

Imel, S. (1998). Using adult learning principles in adult basic and literacy education 

  practice. ERIC Clearinghouse on Adult, Career, and Vocational Education. 

Janks, H. (2010). Literacy and power. Routledge. 

Jewitt, C. (2008). Multimodality and literacy in school classrooms. American 

  Educational Research Association, 32, 241–267. 

Jewitt, C. (2009). An introduction to multimodality. In C. Jewitt (Ed.), The Routledge 

  handbook of multimodal analysis (pp. 14–27). Routledge. 

Jewitt, C., & Kress, G. (2003). Multimodal literacy. Peter Lang. 

Jewitt, C. & Kress, G. (2010). Multimodality, literacy, and school English. In R. Andrews 

  (Ed.) The Routledge international handbook of English, language, and literacy 

  teaching (pp. 342–353). Taylor & Francis. 

Johnson, E., & Terrill, L. (2006). Beginning- and literacy-level adult ESL learners. 

  Center for Adult English Language Acquisition.  

  http://www.cal.org/caela/esl_resources/bibliographies/literacy.html 

 



389 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Kendeou, P., Van Den Broek, P., Helder, A., & Karlsson, J. (2014). A cognitive view of 

  reading comprehension: Implications for reading difficulties. Learning 

  Disabilities Research and Practice, 29(1), 10–16.  

Kenyon, D., & van Duzer, C. (2003). Valid, reliable, and appropriate assessments for 

  adult English language learners. National Center for ESL Literacy Education. 

  http://www.cal.org/caela/esl_resources/digests/langassessQA.html 

Kern, R. (2000). Literacy and language teaching. Oxford University Press. 

King, K., & Bigelow, M. (2012). Acquiring English and literacy while learning to do 

  school: Resistance and accommodation. In P. Vinogradov & M. Bigelow (Eds.), 

Low-educated second language and literacy acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings 

of the 7th symposium (pp. 157–182). University of Minnesota. 

Knowland, V., & Thomas, M. (2014). Educating the adult brain: How the neuroscience 

  of learning can inform educational policy. International Review of Education, 

  60(1), 99–122. 

Knowles, M. (1973). The adult learner: A neglected species (3rd ed.). Gulf Publishing.  

Kress, G. (1994). Learning to write. Routledge. 

Kress, G. (2000a). Design and transformation: New theories of meaning. In B. Cope & 

  M. Kalantzis (Eds.), Multiliteracies: Literacy learning and the design of social 

  futures (pp. 153–161). Routledge.  

Kress, G. (2000b). Multimodality. In B. Cope & M. Kalantzis (Eds.), Multiliteracies: 

  Literacy learning and the design of social futures (pp. 182–202). Routledge.  

Kress, G. (2000c). Multimodality: Challenges to thinking about language. TESOL 

  Quarterly, 34, 337–340. 



390 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Kress, G. (2010). Multimodality: A social semiotic approach to contemporary 

  communication. Routledge. 

Kress, G. (2011). Discourse analysis and education: A multimodal social semiotic 

  approach. In R. Rogers (Ed.), An introduction to Critical Discourse Analysis in 

  education (pp. 205–226). Routledge. 

Kress, G., & van Leeuwen, T. (2001). Multimodal discourse: The modes and media of 

contemporary communication. Cambridge University Press. 

Kress, G., & van Leeuwen, T. (2006). Reading images: The grammar of visual design 

  (2nd ed.). Routledge. 

Kurvers, J. (2002). Met Ongeletterde Ogen. Kennis van taal en schrift van analfabeten. 

Aksant. 

Kurvers, J. (2007). Development of word recognition skills of adult L2 beginning 

readers. In N. R. Faux (Ed.), Low-educated adult second language and literacy 

acquisition (LESLLA): Research, policy, and practice. Proceedings of the second 

annual forum (pp. 23–44). Literacy Institute at Virginia Commonwealth 

University.  

Kurvers, J., & Stockmann, W. (2009). Alfabetisering NT2 in beeld: Leerlast en 

  succesfactoren. [Focus on L2 literacy: Study load and success factors]. University 

  of Tilburg.  

Kurvers, J., Stockman, W., & van de Craats, I. (2010). Predictors of success in adult L2 

  literacy acquisition. In T. Wall and M. Leong (Eds.) Low educated second 

  language and literacy acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the 5th symposium 

  (pp. 64–79). Bow Valley College.  



391 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Kurvers, J., & van de Craats, I. (2007). Memory, second language reading, and lexicon: 

  A comparison between successful and less successful adults and children. In N. R. 

  Faux (Ed.), Low-educated adult second language and literacy acquisition 

(LESLLA): Research, policy, and practice. Proceedings of the second annual 

forum (pp. 65–80). Literacy Institute at Virginia Commonwealth University. 

Kurvers, J., & van de Craats, I. (2008). What makes the illiterate language learning 

  genius? In Young-Scholten, M. (Ed.) Low-educated second language and literacy 

  acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the third annual forum (pp. 49–60). 

  Roundtuit.  

Kurvers, J., van Hout, R., & Vallen, T. (2006). Discovering features of language: 

  metalinguistic awareness of adult illiterates. LOT Occasional Series, 6, 69–88.  

LESLLA. (2020). Our story. LESLLA. https://www.leslla.org/our-story 

Leander, K. (2009). Studying and designing for adult literacy learners on the move: 

  What’s missing from the “network” metaphor? Position paper prepared for the 

  Summit on the Future of Adult Education in the New Digital World, Virginia 

  Commonwealth University, Richmond, VA, November 5–6. 

Lin, A. (2014). Critical Discourse Analysis in applied linguistics: A methodological 

  review. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 34, 213–232.  

Linney, B. (1995). Pictures, people, and power: People-centred visual aids for 

  development. Macmillan. 

Luke, A. (1991). Literacies as social practices. English Education, 23(3), 131–147. 

Luke, A. (2003). Literacy and the Other: A sociological approach to literacy research and 

  policy in multilingual societies. Reading Research Quarterly, 38, 132–141.  



392 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Lypka, A. E. (2019). Implementing Photovoice with LESLLA learners to stimulate L2 

development, identity expressions, and social justice. In J. Sacklin & D. 

McParland (Eds.), Literacy education and second language learning for Adults 

(LESLLA): Proceedings of the 13th annual symposium (pp. 89–85). LESLLA 

Publishing.  

Machin, D. (2013). What is multimodal critical discourse studies? Critical Discourse 

  Studies, 10(4), 347–355. 

Machin, D. (2016). The need for a social and affordance-driven multimodal critical 

  discourse studies. Discourse & Society, 27(3), 322–334. 

Marrapodi, J. (2013). What doesn’t work for the lowest level literacy learners and why? 

  Apples – Journal of Applied Language Studies, 7(1), 7–23. 

Martin, J. R. (1995). “Reading Positions/Positioning Readers: Judgment in English.” 

  Prospect: A Journal of Australian TESOL, 10(2), 27–37.  

Mathews-Aydinli, J. (2008). Overlooked and understudied? A survey of current trends in 

  research on adult English language learners. Adult Education Quarterly, 58(3), 

 198–213. 

Matsuda, P. K., & De Pew, K. E. (2002). Early second language writing: An introduction. 

  Journal of Second Language Writing, 11(4), 261–268.  

McCluskey, C. (2012). Professional development to work with low-educated adult ESL 

  learners: Searching beyond the program. The CATESOL Journal, 23(1), 56–64. 

Megino-Elvira, L., Martín-Lobo, P., & Vergara-Moragues, E. (2016). Influence of eye 

  movements, auditory perception, and phonemic awareness in the reading process. 

  Journal of Educational Research, 109(6), 567–573.  



393 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Messaris, P. & Moriarty, S. (2004). Visual literacy theory. In K. Smith, S. Moriarty, G. 

  Barbatsis, & K. Kenney (Eds.), Handbook of visual communication: Theory, 

  methods, and media (pp. 479–2005). Routledge. 

Messick, S. (1989). Validity. In R. L. Linn (Ed.), Educational Measurement (3rd ed.) 

  (pp. 13–104). American Council on Education & Macmillan. 

Messick, S. (1989, Mar.). Meaning and values in test validation: The science and ethics 

  of assessment. Educational Researcher, 18(2), 5–11. 

Morais, J., & R. Kolinsky (2004), The linguistic consequences of literacy. In T. Nunes & 

  P. Bryant (Eds.), Handbook of Childrens’ Literacy (pp. 599–622). Kluwer 

  Academic Publishers.  

Morrice, L., Tip, L. K., Collyer, M., & Brown, R. (2019). “You can’t have a good 

  integration when you don’t have a good communication”: English language 

  learning among resettled refugees in England. Journal of Refugee Studies. 

  https://doi-org.ezproxy4.library.arizona.edu/10.1093/jrs/fez023 

Nakutnyy, K., & Sterzuk, A. (2018). Sociocultural literacy practices of a Sudanese 

mother and son in Canada. In S. Shapiro, R. Farrelly, and M. J. Curry (Eds.), 

Educating refugee-background students: Critical issues and dynamic contexts 

(pp. 82–91). Multilingual Matters. 

New London Group. (1996). A pedagogy of multiliteracies: Designing social futures. 

  Harvard Educational Review, 66(1), 60–92. 

Nurss, J. (1998). The effects of mother tongue literacy on South African adults’ 

  acquisition of English literacy. Adult Basic Education, 8(2), 111–119.  

 



394 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Paesani, K. A., Allen, H. W., & Dupuy, B. (2015). A multiliteracies framework for 

  collegiate foreign language teaching. Pearson.  

Peirce, C. S. (1867). On a new list of categories. Proceedings of the American Academy 

  of Arts and Sciences, 7 (1868): 287–298. Presented, 14 May 1867. Reprinted 

  (Collected Papers (CP), v. 1, paragraphs 545–559), (Writings of Charles S. 

  Peirce: A Chronological Edition, v. 2, pp. 49–59), (The Essential Peirce (EP) v. 

  1, 1–10). Arisbe. https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/On_a_New_List_of_Categories. 

Pennycook, A. (2001). Critical applied linguistics: A critical introduction. Routledge. 

Perfetti, C. A., van Dyke, J., & Hart, L. (2002). The psycholinguistics of basic literacy. 

  Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 21(1), 127–149.  

Perry, K. H. (2008). From storytelling to writing: Transforming literacy practices among 

 Sudanese refugees. Journal of Literacy Research, 40, 317–358. 

Perry, K. H. (2009). Genre, contexts, and literacy practices: Literacy brokering among 

  Sudanese refugee families. Reading Research Quarterly, 44(3), 256–276.  

Perry, K. H. (2010). Sharing stories, linking lives: Literacy practices among Sudanese 

  refugees. In V. Purcell-Gates (Ed.) Cultural practices of literacy: Case studies of 

  language, literacy, social practice, and power (pp. 57–84). Routledge.  

Perry, K. H. (2011). Ethics, vulnerability, and speakers of other languages: How 

  university IRBs (do not) speak to research involving refugee participants. 

  Qualitative Inquiry, 17(10), 899–912. 

Perry, K. H. (2012). What is literacy? A critical overview of sociocultural perspectives. 

  Journal of Language and Literacy Education, 8(1), 50–71. 

 



395 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Perry, K. H., & Hart, S. J. (2012). “I’m just kind of winging it”: Preparing and supporting 

  educators of adult refugee learners. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 

  56(2), 110–122. 

Perry, K. H., & Homan, A. (2015). “What I feel in my heart”: Literacy practices of and 

  for the self among adults with limited or no schooling. Journal of Literacy 

  Research, 46(4), 422–454. 

Pothier, M. (2011). LINCing literacies: Literacy practices among Somali refugee women 

  in the LINC program [Unpublished MA Thesis]. University of Toronto.  

Puranik, C., & Lonigan, C. J. (2011). From scribbles to Scrabble: Preschool children’s 

  developing knowledge of written language. Reading and Writing, 24(5), 567–589.  

Puranik, C., & Lonigan, C. J. (2014). Emergent writing in preschoolers: Preliminary 

  evidence for A theoretical framework. Reading Research Quarterly, 49(4), 453–  

467.  

Purcell-Gates, V. (2010). Complicating the complex. In V. Purcell-Gates (Ed.) Cultural 

  practices of literacy: Case studies of language, literacy, social practice, and  

power (pp. 1–22). Routledge. 

Purcell-Gates, V., Anderson, J., Gagnes, M., Jang, K., Lenters, K. A., & McTavish, M. 

  (2012). Measuring situated literacy activity: Challenges and promises. Reading 

  Research Quarterly, 44(4), 396–425. 

Purcell-Gates, V., Degener, S., Jacobson, E. & Soler, M. (2002). Impact of authentic 

  literacy instruction on adult literacy practices. Reading Research Quarterly, 

  37(1), 70–92.  

 



396 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Purcell-Gates, V. Perry, K. H., & Briseno. A. (2011). Analyzing literacy practice: 

  Grounded theory to model. Research in the Teaching of English, 45(4), 439–458. 

Quinn, J. M., Wagner, R. K., Petscher, Y., & Lopez, D. (2015). Developmental relations 

  between vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension: A latent change 

  score modeling study. Child Development, 86(1), 159–175. 

Reder, S. (2015). Expanding emergent literacy practices: Busy intersections of context 

  and practice. In M. G. Santos and A. Whiteside (Eds.), Low educated second 

  language and literacy acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the ninth symposium 

  (pp. 1–29). Lulu Publishing.  

Refugee Processing Center. (2020). Interactive Reporting: Admissions and Arrivals. 

  Refugee Processing Center. https://ireports.wrapsnet.org 

Reimer, J. (2008). Learning strategies and low-literacy Hmong adult students. 

  Minne/WITESOL Journal, 25.  

Reis, A., Faísca, L., Ingvar, M., & Petersson, K. M. (2006). Color makes a difference: 

  Two-dimensional object naming in literate and illiterate subjects. Brain and 

  Cognition, 60(1), 49–54.  

Reynolds, D. (2002). Learning to make things happen in different ways: Causality in the 

  writing of middle-grade English language learners. Journal of Second Language 

  Writing, 11(4), 311–328.  

Riazi, M., Shi, L., & Haggerty, J. (2018). Analysis of the empirical research in the journal 

  of second language writing at its 25th year (1992–2016). Journal of Second 

  Language Writing, 41(December 2017), 41–54.  

 



397 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Robertson, E. K., & Deacon, S. H. (2019). Morphological awareness and word-level 

  reading in early and middle elementary school years. Applied Psycholinguistics, 

  40(4), 1051–1071.  

Ross, D. (1995). [Review of the book Making meaning, making change]. TESL-EJ, 1(3). 

  tesl-ej.org/ej03/r08.html 

Royce, T. (2002). Multimodality in the TESOL classroom: Exploring visual-verbal 

  synergy. TESOL Quarterly, 36(2), 191–205.  

Saldana, J., & Omasta, M. (2018). Qualitative research: Analyzing life. Sage. 

Santos, M. G., & Whiteside, A. (2015). Message from the Editors. In M. G. Santos and 

  A. Whiteside (Eds.), Low educated second language and literacy acquisition 

(LESLLA): Proceedings of the ninth symposium (pp. vi–vii). Lulu Publishing.  

Saussure, F. de (1959). Course in general linguistics. Trans. W. Baskin. McGraw-Hill.  

Schaetzel, K., Peyton, J. K., & Burt. M. (2007). Professional development for adult ESL 

  practitioners: Building capacity. Center for Applied Linguistics. 

  http://www.cal.org/caela/esl_resources/briefs/profdev.html 

Schiffman, C. B. (1995). Visually translating educational materials for ethnic 

  populations. In R. E. Griffin (Ed.), Eyes on the future: Converging images, ideas, 

  and instruction (pp. 67–78). Selected readings from the Annual Conference of the 

  International Visual Literacy Association, Chicago.  

Schneck, P. (2005). Double vision: (Not) a definition of visual culture. In U.J. Hebel and 

  M. Kohl (Eds.) Visual culture in the American classroom: Proceedings of the U.S. 

  embassy teacher academy 2003 (pp. 1–23). RPO. 

 



398 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Scollon, R., & Scollon, S. W. (2003). Discourses in place: Language in the material 

  world. Routledge.  

Scribner, S., & Cole, M. (1978a). Literacy without schooling: Testing for intellectual 

  effects. Harvard Educational Review, 48(4), 448–461.  

Scribner, S., & Cole, M. (1978b). Unpackaging literacy. Social Science Information, 

  17(1), 19–40.  

Scribner, S., & Cole, M. (1981). The psychology of literacy. Harvard University Press. 

Seels, B. A. (1994). Visual literacy: The definition problem. In D. M. Moore and F. M. 

  Dwyer (Eds.) Visual literacy: A spectrum of visual learning (pp. 97–112). 

  Educational Technology Publications. 

Serafini, F. (2010). Reading multimodal texts: Perceptual, structural, and ideological 

  perspectives. Children’s Literature in Education, 41, 85–104. 

Serafini, F. (2011). Expanding perspectives for comprehending visual images in 

  multimodal texts. Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 54(5), 342–350. 

Serafini, F. (2014). Reading the visual: An introduction to teaching multimodal literacy. 

  Teachers College Press. 

Serafini, F. (2015). Multimodal literacy: From theories to practices. Language Arts, 

  92(6), 412–423. 

Shank, C. (1986). Approaching the needs of adult illiterate ESL students [Unpublished 

  master’s thesis]. Georgetown University. 

Shapiro, S. (2018). Introduction. In S. Shapiro, R. Farrelly, and M. J. Curry (Eds.), 

  Educating refugee-background students: Critical issues and dynamic contexts 

  (pp. 1–13). Multilingual Matters. 



399 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Shohamy, E. (2001). The power of tests: A critical perspective on the uses of language 

  tests. Routledge. 

Silva, T. (1997). On the ethical treatment of ESL writers, TESOL Quarterly, 21(2), 359– 

63. 

Snow, C. (2006). Cross-cutting themes and future research directions. In D. August & T. 

Shanahan (Eds.), Developing literacy in second-language learners: Report of the 

National Literacy Panel on Language-Minority Children and Youth (pp. 631–

651). Lawrence Erlbaum.  

Spiegel, M. & Sunderland, H. (2006). Teaching basic literacy to ESOL learners. LLU+. 

Stafford, B. M. (2008). The remaining 10 percent: The role of sensory knowledge in the 

  age of the self-organizing brain. In J. Elkins (Ed.), Visual literacy (pp. 31–58). 

  Routledge. 

Stein, P. (2008). Multimodal pedagogies in diverse classrooms: Representation, rights, 

  resources. Routledge. 

Sticht, T. (2000). The adult education and literacy system (AELS) in the United States: 

  Moving from the margins to the mainstream of education. National Adult Literacy 

  Database. www.nald.ca/library/research/sticht/aelsinus/inus.pdf 

Street, B. V. (1984). Literacy in theory and practice. Cambridge University Press. 

Street, B. V. (1998). New literacies in theory and practice: What are the implications for 

  language in education? Linguistics and Education, 10(1), 1–24. 

Street, B. V. (2001). The new literacy studies. In E. Cushman, G. R. Kintgen, B. M. 

  Kroll, & M. Rose (Eds.), Literacy: A critical sourcebook (pp. 430–442). St. 

  Martin’s Press.  



400 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Street, B. V. (2008). New literacies, new times: Developments in literacy studies. In B. 

  V. Street and N. Hornberger (Eds.), Encyclopedia of language and education, 

  Volume 2: Literacy (pp. 3–14). Springer. 

Strube, S. (2009). What do teachers do? A look at the oral skills practices in the LESLLA 

  classroom. In I. van de Craats and J. Kurvers (Eds.) Low-educated second 

language and literacy acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the 4th symposium 

(pp. 49–62). LOT. 

Strube, S., van de Craats, I., & van Hout, R. (2010). Telling picture stories: Relevance 

  and coherence in texts of the non-literate L2 learner. In T. Wall and M. Leong 

  (Eds.) Low educated second language and literacy acquisition (LESLLA): 

  Proceedings of the 5th symposium (pp. 35–46). Bow Valley College.  

Strube, S., van de Craats, I., & van Hout, R. (2013). Grappling with the oral skills: The 

  learning processes of the low-educated adult second language and literacy learner. 

  In T. Tammelin-Laine, L. Nieminen, & M. Martin (Eds.), Low-educated second 

  language and literacy acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the 8th symposium 

  (pp. 87–108). Jyväskylä University Printing House.  

Szabo, S. (2010). Older children need phonemic awareness instruction, too. TESOL 

  Journal, 1(1), 130–141.  

Tammelin-Laine, T. (2015). No verbs, no syntax: The development and use of verbs in 

  non-literate learners’ spoken Finnish. In M. G. Santos and A. Whiteside (Eds.), 

  Low-educated second language and literacy acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings 

  of the ninth symposium (pp. 249–273). Lulu Publishing.  

 



401 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Tarone, E. (2010). Second language acquisition by low-literate learners: An under 

studied population. Language Teaching, 43(1), 75–83.  

Tarone, E. & Bigelow, M. (2005). Impact of literacy on oral language processing: 

  Implications for SLA research. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 25, 77–97. 

Tarone, E., & Bigelow, M. (2007). Alphabetic print literacy and processing of oral 

  corrective feedback in the L2. In A. Mackey (Ed.), Interaction and second 

  language acquisition (pp. 101–121). Oxford University Press.  

Tarone, E., Bigelow, M., & Hansen, K. (2009). Literacy and oracy in second language 

  acquisition. Oxford University Press.  

Tarone, E., Swierzbin, B., & Bigelow, M. (2006). The impact of literacy level on features 

  of interlanguage in oral narratives. Rivista di Psicolinguistica Applicata, 6(3).  

Taylor, M. (2002). The language experience approach and adult learners. Center for 

  Adult English Language Acquisition. 

  http://www.cal.org/caela/esl_resources/digests/LEA.html 

Thomas, M., & Pettitt, N. (2016). Informed consent in research on second language 

  acquisition. Second Language Research. doi.org/10.1177/0267658316670206 

Tolchinsky, L. (2004). Childhood conceptions of literacy. In T. Nunes & P. Bryant (Eds.) 

  Handbook of Childrens’ Literacy (pp. 11–30). Kluwer. 

UNESCO. (2017). Reading the past, writing the future: Fifty years of promoting literacy. 

  United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 

UNESCO. (2018, October 20). Adult literacy rate.  

http://uis.unesco.org/en/glossary-term/adult-literacy-rate  

 



402 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

UNESCO Institute for Statistics. (2017). Literacy rates continue to rise from one 

  generation to the next. UNESCO Fact Sheet No. 45.  

http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/fs45-literacy-rates-continue-

rise-generation-to-next-en-2017_0.pdf 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (2014). Resettlement at a glance fact 

sheet. 

https://www.unhcr.org/enus/search?comid=5cf8e2ce4&cid=49aea9390&scid=49a

ea939c&tags=factsheet 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (2015). In photos: Climate change and 

disaster displacement. www.unhcr.org/en-us/climate-change-and-disasters.html 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (2015). Resettlement at a glance fact 

sheet. 

https://www.unhcr.org/enus/search?comid=5cf8e2ce4&cid=49aea9390&scid=49a

ea939c&tags=factsheet 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (2016). Resettlement at a glance fact 

  sheet.  

https://www.unhcr.org/enus/search?comid=5cf8e2ce4&cid=49aea9390&scid=49a

ea939c&tags=factsheet 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (2017). Resettlement at a glance fact 

  sheet.  

https://www.unhcr.org/enus/search?comid=5cf8e2ce4&cid=49aea9390&scid=49a

ea939c&tags=factsheet 

 



403 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (2018). Resettlement at a glance fact 

sheet. 

https://www.unhcr.org/enus/search?comid=5cf8e2ce4&cid=49aea9390&scid=49a

ea939c&tags=factsheet 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (2019). Figures at a glance. 

https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (2019). Resettlement at a glance fact 

  sheet.  

https://www.unhcr.org/enus/search?comid=5cf8e2ce4&cid=49aea9390&scid=49a

ea939c&tags=factsheet 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (2020). Refugee facts.  

https://www.unrefugees.org/refugee-facts/what-is-a-refugee/ 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (2020). Resettlement Submission 

  Categories. https://www.unhcr.org/3d464e842.pdf 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (2020). Resettlement.  

https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/resettlement.html 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. (2020). Solutions.  

  https://www.unhcr.org/solutions.html  

Vainikka A., Young-Scholten M., Ijuin, C., & Jarad, S. Literacy in the development of 

  L2 English morphosyntax. In M. Sosiński (Ed.), Alfabetización y aprendizaje de 

  idiomas por adultos: Investigación, política educativa y práctica docente 

[Literacy education and second language learning by adults (LESLLA): Research, 

policy and practice] (pp. 239–250). Universidad de Granada.  



404 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

van de Craats, I., Kurvers, J., & Young-Scholten, M. (2006). Research on low-educated 

  second language and literacy acquisition. In I. van de Craats, J. Kurvers and M. 

 Young-Scholten (Eds.), Low-educated second language and literacy acquisition 

(LESLLA): Research, policy and practice. Proceedings of the inaugural 

symposium (pp. 7–23). LOT.  

van Leeuwen, T. (2005). Introducing social semiotics. Routledge. 

van Leeuwen, T. (2011). Semiotics and iconography. In T. van Leeuwen & C. Jewitt 

  (Eds.), The handbook of visual analysis (pp. 92–118). Sage. 

van Leeuwen, T. & Kress, G. (2011). Discourse semiotics. In Discourse studies: A 

  multidisciplinary introduction (pp. 107–125). Sage. 

Vinogradov, P. (2010). Balancing top and bottom: Learner-generated texts for teaching 

  phonics. In T. Wall and M. Leong (Eds.) Low educated second language and 

literacy acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the 5th symposium (pp. 3–14). Bow 

Valley College.  

Vinogradov, P. (2013). Defining the LESLLA teacher knowledge base. In T. Tammelin- 

Laine, L. Nieminen, & M. Martin (Eds.), Low-educated second language and 

literacy acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the 8th symposium (pp. 9–24). 

Jyväskylä University Printing House. 

Vinogradov, P., & Bigelow, M. (2010). Using oral language skills to build on the 

  emerging literacy of adult English learners. CAELA Network Brief, Center for 

  Adult English Language Acquisition. 

 

 



405 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Vinogradov, P., & Liden, A. (2009). Principled training for LESLLA instructors. In I. 

  van de Craats and J. Kurvers (Eds.) Low-educated second language and literacy 

  acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the 4th symposium (pp. 133–144). LOT. 

Vogl, L. (2019). Indigenous knowledge and literacy acquisition: A qualitative study of 

  low-literate elder refugees’ educational backgrounds and cultural dissonance. In J. 

  Sacklin & D. McParland (Eds.), Literacy education and second language learning 

  for adults (LESLLA): Proceedings of the 13th annual symposium (pp. 155–169). 

  LESLLA.  

Wall, T. (2017). L1 literacy and its implications for LESLLA immigrant women in 

  Canada [Unpublished master’s thesis]. Hamline University. 

Wall, T. (2019). Impact of language and L1 literacy on settlement in Canada. In J. 

  Sacklin & D. McParland (Eds.), Literacy education and second language learning 

  for adults (LESLLA): Proceedings of the 13th annual symposium (pp. 170–187). 

  LESLLA.  

Wallace, C. (2008). A sociocultural approach to literacy instruction for adult ESOL 

  learners new to literacy. In M. Young-Scholten (Ed.), Low-educated second 

 language and literacy acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the third annual 

forum (pp. 91–98). Roundtuit. 

Warriner, D. (2007). It’s just the nature of the beast: Re-imagining the literacies of 

schooling in adult ESL education. Linguistics and Education, 18, 305–324. 

Weinstein, G. (1999). Learners’ lives as curriculum: Six journeys to immigrant literacy. 

  Center for Applied Linguistics and Delta Systems.  

 



406 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Whiteside, A. (2008). Who is "you"?: ESL literacy, written text and troubles with deixis 

  in imagined spaces. In M. Young-Scholten (Ed.), Low-educated second language 

  and literacy acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the third annual forum (pp. 

  99–107). Roundtuit. 

Williams, A., & Chapman, L. (2008). Meeting diverse needs: Content-based language 

  teaching and settlement need for low literacy adult ESL immigrants. In M. 

  Young-Scholten (Ed.) Low-educated second language and literacy acquisition 

  (LESLLA): Proceedings of the third annual forum (pp. 125–136). Roundtuit. 

Williams, A., & Murray, D. (2010). In T. Wall and M. Leong (Eds.) Low educated 

  second language and literacy acquisition (LESLLA): Proceedings of the 5th 

  symposium (pp. 15–24). Bow Valley College.  

Wodak, R., & Meyer, M. (2009). Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis. Sage. 

Wrigley, H. S. (2008). Capturing what counts: Language and literacy assessments for 

  adult English language learners. In K. M. Rivera & A. Huerta-Macias (Eds.), 

  Adult biliteracy: Sociocultural and programmatic responses (pp. 181–202). 

  Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Wrigley, H. S., & Guth, G. (2000). Bringing literacy to life: Issues and options in adult 

  ESL literacy. Literacywork International. 

Wurr, A. (2002). Language experience approach revisited: The use of personal narratives 

  in adult L2 literacy instruction. The Reading Matrix, 2(1).  

Young-Scholten, M. (2004). Is there a critical period for learning to read? IATEFL 

  Conference Selections: 17–18. 

 



407 
 
 

Jenna A. Altherr Flores 

Young-Scholten, M., & Naeb, R. (2010). Non-literate L2 adults’ small steps in mastering 

  the constellation of skills required for reading. In T. Wall and M. Leong (Eds.) 

  Low educated adult second language and literacy (LESLLA)5th symposium (pp. 

  80–91). Bow Valley College. 

Young-Scholten, M., & Strom, N. (2006). First-time L2 readers: Is there a critical period? 

  In I. van de Craats, J. Kurvers and M. Young-Scholten (Eds.), Low-educated 

  second language and literacy acquisition (LESLLA): Research, policy and 

  practice. Proceedings of the inaugural symposium (pp. 45–68). LOT.  

Young-Scholten, M., Peyton, J., Sosiński, M., & Cabeza, A. M. (2015). LESLLA 

  teachers’ views of the knowledge and skills they need: An international study. In 

  I. van de Craats, J. Kurvers, & R. van Hout (Eds.), Adult literacy, second 

  language, and cognition (pp. 165–185). Centre for Language Studies. 

Zimmer, A., & Zimmer, F. (1978). Visual literacy in communication: Designing for 

  development. Hulton Publications.  

 
 


