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NOTES FOR TEACHERS

English Teaching Forum supports the teaching of English around the 
world through the exchange of innovative, practical ideas. Below is a 
description of each section of the journal, along with suggestions about 

how to use it. 

ARTICLES provide practical, innovative 
ideas for teaching English, based on current 
theory. 

READER’S GUIDE corresponds to the 
articles in each issue and can guide your own 
understanding as well as discussions with 
colleagues. 

TEACHING TECHNIQUES give English 
teachers the opportunity to share successful 
classroom practices. 

MY CLASSROOM focuses on one 
teacher’s classroom and describes ways that 
the teaching environment shapes learning. 

TRY THIS gives step-by-step instructions 
for carrying out language-learning activities in 
your classroom.  

THE LIGHTER SIDE features an 
English language–based puzzle that can be 
photocopied and given to students to solve 
individually or collaboratively.

You can use the same pre-, during-, and 
post-reading approach to reading Forum 
articles that you might recommend to 
students. Before reading, consider the 
title and scan the text; then answer these 
questions:
• What do I expect this article to be about?
• What do I already know about this topic?
• How might reading this article benefit me?

As you read, keep these questions in 
mind: 
• What assumptions does the author make—

about teaching, teachers, students, and learning?
• Are there key vocabulary words that I’m not

familiar with or that the author is using in a way
that is new to me? What do they seem to mean?

• What examples does the author use to illustrate

practical content? Are the examples relevant to 
my teaching?

After reading, consider answering these 
questions on your own and discussing 
them with colleagues:
• How is the author’s context similar to and

different from my own?
• What concept—technique, approach, or

activity—does the author describe? What is its
purpose?

• Would I be able to use the same concept in my
teaching? If not, how could I adapt it?

Search for related articles at american 
english.state.gov/forum; the archive goes 
back to 2001. Submission guidelines are 
also posted on the website. Email manuscripts 
to etforum@state.gov.

ON THE COVER
This year, as English Teaching Forum celebrates its 60th anniversary, the front covers of the four 
issues feature a unique “60” design, with covers of previous issues visible. The back cover of 
each issue this year also features previous covers; the selection includes the different designs 
and Forum logos that have greeted readers over the years. Feel free to look over the covers and 
see if you can find any of your favorites. You might also want to count the number of previous 
issues that are included on the back cover. Can you guess how many there are?
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JONATHAN MAIULLO

United States

Considering Multimodal 
Materials and Modes of 
Communication for
Authentic Communication  
in Online Classes

T he era of online and remote instruction underscores the 
importance of including rich communicative interaction within 
the online format. However, as we shift classes online, it’s 

possible to overlook some of what we do when we communicate; 
when we speak face-to-face, we communicate not only through 
sound, but through gesture, expression, and the context and 
purpose of the conversation. A participant in the conversation takes 
in these things and responds to them in a meaningful way. Among 
the first things we lose in online instruction are the visual cues. 
Anyone who has studied another language and had to use it in an 
unscripted phone conversation will understand just how valuable 
this extra visual input can be when learning/communicating in 
another language. 

Using technology, we can re-create this 
authentic communication in online learning, 
but it is not enough to post texts or 
recordings on a learning platform and then 
ask students to read or listen to them and 
answer questions. We, as instructors, must 
make our online materials authentic as well 
as comprehensible. There are two especially 
beneficial considerations for improving 
materials for online classes:

1 . 	 Multimodal materials, or materials that 
make use of varied media (i.e., text, 
images, maps and charts, video, spoken 
conversation, and other input). In 

the real world, our communication 
takes place through varied mediums. 
As language learners, we watch, read, 
listen, and interact with texts and 
interlocutors. Online language classes 
occasionally fail to take advantage of this 
complexity by over-relying on readings 
or recordings alone for instruction. 

2. 	 Modes of communication, or how different 
ways of communication are expressed 
(i.e., interpretive, presentational, 
and interpersonal communication). 
Considering these modes shows that 
every communicative activity is not 
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When an instructor considers modes of communication along 
with multimodal skills and materials, students are better 

equipped to communicate and consider input authentically.

fulfilling the same need for the student. 
As many online classes neglect the 
complexity of communication, they 
also neglect the various purposes for it. 
Responding to a question for the sake of 
answering it and responding for the sake 
of expressing one’s thoughts represent 
different modes of communication. As a 
result of these oversights, research shows 
that online classes often “lack substantive 
and meaningful interaction” (York and 
Richardson 2012, 83). 

This article describes how to design an 
entangled literacy model, which blends the four 
skills with multimodal features of visual, 
auditory, and other sensory cues to enable 
students to experience online classes with 
authentic and comprehensible material; 
paying attention to modes of communication 
in online classes also helps approximate 
face-to-face activities that engage students 
with comprehensible input and result in 
authentic communication. When an instructor 
considers modes of communication along 
with multimodal skills and materials, students 
are better equipped to communicate and 
consider input authentically. Five example 
activities will illustrate the different ways 
multimodal materials combine with modes 
of communication to create authentic online 
communicative activities.  

BENEFITS OF MULTIMODAL MATERIALS IN 
ONLINE LEARNING 

In video and face-to-face conversation, 
students have the benefit of gestures, facial 
expression, and visual context to understand 
new vocabulary. In written texts, students 
may encounter new vocabulary, along with 
unfamiliar grammatical features. For example, 
they must understand how a feature like 

parenthetical commas works to allow for 
a break in a sentence before they can read, 
understand, and use them in their own 
written output. In short, there is a lot more to 
be understood when reading a text.  

Most language input is spoken, requiring basic 
interpersonal communication skills (BICS). 

For example, spontaneous spoken English 
might resemble the sample below:

A: How’s it going?

B: Good.

A: You been to English class?

B: Yeah.

Obviously, this is a glib example, but even 
if we are talking about complex academic 
subjects, we use shorter clauses and less 
recondite vocabulary than when we are 
writing about them. We also tend to repeat 
and rephrase certain points, which can 
make spoken language (especially when it’s 
recorded) easier for a language learner to 
understand (Brown 1994). 

Written language, by contrast, requires the 
reader to decode the text and contend with 
issues of formality, complexity, and cultural 
differences in presenting ideas (Brown 
1994). Writing, because it is planned and 
permanent, and because it allows for revision, 
offers writers the opportunity to eliminate 
redundancy and find the most concise way 
of expressing their thoughts. This is great for 
someone who wants compressed information, 
but it poses difficulties for language learners. 
For example, if I were to speak the paragraph 
above, I’d say something like this:
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Adding images to texts, and thus combining modalities,  
makes a text more comprehensible and reinforces acquisition  

by allowing for varied means of “reading” a text.  

Writing on academic subjects is hard to 
understand, you know? It uses longer 
clauses and even longer words. This 
happens because writers revise their 
work. They have time to make it complex. 
Not, like, you know, spoken language, 
which is more repetitious.

According to Krashen’s (1977) monitor model 
of learning a second language, students 
must know a rule being used to make 
comprehensible input. That is, students must 
know what words like recondite mean before 
they can understand how they are used. 

Anyone who has ever tried to learn another 
language understands the deluge that occurs 
when moving from listening in face-to-face 
conversation to reading. With all the new 
input, students can need two or three times 
longer to read the material and make sense of 
it, considering they need 12 to 20 exposures 
to a word to understand it, and words like 
recondite simply don’t turn up that often in 
spoken language (Saavedra 2015). To augment 
online reading activities and make them as 
authentic as possible, we need to consider 
how reading occurs in the real world and 
how input varies—from newspaper articles 
with charts to captioned ads and online news 
stories with hyperlinks and videos. We can 
see how adding images to texts, and thus 
combining modalities, makes a text more 
comprehensible and reinforces acquisition by 
allowing for varied means of “reading” a text.    

VISUAL INPUT IN MULTIMODAL 
MATERIALS

When students have a visual aspect, a text 
becomes easier to understand and more 
realistic. Consider the materials you read 
in real life. Most of them have a visual 
element. Too often, though, these elements 

are downplayed in instruction. It can also be 
difficult to include images in online classes 
due to technological constraints like file 
limitations, but when we consider how they 
benefit understanding, the necessity of using 
them becomes plain. Let’s take an example.

Imagine you were learning Spanish and you 
were presented with the text:

¡Vamos, sobrino! Te enseñaré el difícil arte 
de la defensa.

Depending on your level, you’d be able 
to translate certain elements. Perhaps 
the cognate difícil could be picked out as 
“difficult,” defensa as “defense,” and arte as 
“art.” You might know enough to understand 
that la is a definite article and te is a pronoun. 
Perhaps the verb enseñaré and its tense are 
known to you, but, as you can see, just a 
sentence asks a learner to understand a 
lot about a language and how it functions: 
vocabulary, syntax, verb conjugations, 
prepositions, articles, punctuation, etc. With 
the text alone, readers are able to make use 
only of what they have already learned about a 
language, leaving beginning and intermediate 
students at a disadvantage. If even a single 
sentence is overwhelming, imagine a 
paragraph or a chapter!

Now, if the text were paired with the 
illustration in Figure 1, you would have 
additional clues to decode the text and 
reinforce the meaning you may have guessed 
at—for example, the comic shows that defensa 
is indeed a cognate.

When the text is paired with the comic, the 
vagueness of the language is largely dispelled. 
The student no longer needs a thoroughgoing 
knowledge of the language to understand that 
someone is being addressed by this sentence. 
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The comma allows us to see that the word 
sobrino applies to the raffish youth. The reader 
understands the comic is about defense 
and that the speaker purports to teach—or 
enseñaré. Given the context, the reader might 
even understand that the speaker is using 
the verb in the future tense—as the lesson 
has not yet begun. The speaker’s nonchalant 
expression allows the reader to understand 
that the speaker is confident in his teaching. 
There is additional information here, too, 
information even the native speaker could 
not glean from the text alone: a setting, 
characters, and even a sort of conflict. With 
a picture, the previously incomprehensible 
sentence becomes a story, and a story allows 
for varied interpretation. 

Different students will see different things 
in the Figure 1 comic. Encouraging them 
to discuss these interpretations focuses on 
interpersonal communication, which is 
valuable for acquisition and to make students 
feel that they have something to contribute to 
the discussion, even if they are unsure of the 
words used in the comic.  

Using images (and other media) also allows 
students to feel more confident about what 
they read, which relates to what Krashen 
(1977) calls the affective filter hypothesis, an 
important factor in language learning. When 
students feel embarrassed or afraid, their 
ability to acquire language is constrained. 

When we give our students dense texts with 
no images, we raise their affective filter simply 
because these texts look nothing like the way 
students are accustomed to communicating. 
Perhaps this is one of the reasons many studies 
have found that language learners learn better 
with multimodal input (see Suparmi 2017 and 
Mestres and Pellicer-Sánchez 2019). 

In this age of communication and changing 
media, we are seldom gathering information 
from printed text alone. For example, in 
California during the autumn of 2020, 
wildfires were frequently in the news. Living 
in northern California, I followed some 
of these stories closely. Considering how 
I learned about these wildfires reveals a 
great deal about the materials we rely on for 
information. I’ve put the timeline into a list 
for simplicity: 

• I first heard about the fires from a message 
on my phone. The message was a news 
story alert (see Figure 2). It had text (a 
headline) and a picture of a blaze. Most of 
the information was in captioned pictures.

• When I woke up the next morning and 
found ash all over my car (see Figure 3 for 
an example of what that might look like), I 
checked the Internet for an interactive map 
from CAL FIRE, the agency responsible for 
controlling fires (see Figure 4). I clicked 
on the map and saw a pie chart showing 

Figure 1. A Spanish-language comic
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how much of the fires were contained. The 
chart was color-coded in an obvious way. 
Another website had a written story with 
pictures between paragraphs and a video 
that started playing at the top of the screen. 
I watched part of the video, but the map 
was the most useful piece of information. 

• I sent my friend in one of the towns near 
the wildfires a text (Figure 5) asking how 
the air quality was, and when I saw my 
mother-in-law later that afternoon, we 
exchanged information on the fires. As we 
talked, ash fell from the sky. 

For a single event, the information was 
conveyed in text, images, maps and charts, 
video, spoken conversation, and other input 
such as the smell of the fire in the air and  
my interlocutor’s body language. Under  

Figure 2. News story alert

half of the information I interacted with  
was printed text—in fact, it was probably 
less than 25 percent. Even the text I read  
was filled with hyperlinks that directed  
me to other websites with pictures, text,  
and graphs.  

Figure 3. Ash on car

Figure 4. Interactive wildfires map. Hovering 
over each fire area produced information 
about its containment and size.
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MULTIMODAL COMMUNICATION TO  
VARY OUTPUT

One really appealing thing about the way 
information literacy works today is that it 
blends the four skills. No longer do we sit 
down and passively read the newspaper. In 
the above example, I had varied input and 
output—I read, wrote, listened to, spoke,  
and even smelled and touched the 
information. I was able to interact with it, 
rather than just receive it.  

There is no reason we shouldn’t be doing the 
same in our classes. Why focus on printed text 
in the classroom when the world has long ago 
eschewed it in favor of a varied or entangled 
approach? According to Albers and Sanders 
(2010, 4), “Literacy is entangled, unable and 
unwilling to be separated from the other 
modes, media, and language systems that 
constitute the very messages that are sent, 
read, and/or interpreted.” 

We shouldn’t think of multimodal literacy as 
being made up of separate media, but rather as 
something whole, with different facets of the 
same gem of literacy. After all, literacy today 
does not consist only of the ability to read 
and write. Try landing a job if you have no 
familiarity with—for example—social media, 
PowerPoint, blogging, or Zoom. Multimodal 
literacy is something our students are already 
learning. Using comic books or websites to 
teach is not pampering; rather, it is using 
material that looks and feels more authentic 
and is more akin to how we encounter 

Figure 5. Text messaging

information today. Even the newspaper has 
pictures in it.  

Just adding pictures to an activity can make it 
much more authentic. When considering the 
example of the fires above, I learned a great 
deal from images alone (see Figure 4). 

Combining images with text or recordings is 
a great way to make materials accessible for 
students of varied proficiency levels and to 
lower the affective filter. There are also videos, 
charts, and maps to consider. When thinking 
about how to use these varied multimodal 
materials, instructors might understandably 
be overwhelmed, and it can feel arbitrary to 
have one task using a video and another using 
pictures, while yet another is text-based. At 
this point, a consideration of the modes of 
communication is crucial; it allows instructors 
to see why they may choose one material over 
another—that is, to consider which material 
is best suited to their instructional goals. 

MODES OF COMMUNICATION  
TO VARY OUTPUT

When we explore how best to use multimodal 
materials, we need to see these materials 
not only as a means to offer varied input to 
students, but also as a way to vary student 
output. Multimodal materials, as we have 
seen, provide varied input for students. 
Instead of reading text alone, students “read” 
images, maps, movement, and videos. They 
also listen to recordings, music, and sounds 
that, in addition to text, explain a concept. 

It is important to consider not only how 
students receive information but also how 
they communicate it. In order to best use the 
entangled model of literacy, instructors should 
design activities that focus on the different 
types of communication so that students are 
using their literacy and engaging with tasks 
in various ways. Let’s take one of the more 
common types of assignments to explore this 
concept of multiple modes of communication. 

Students receive information for class in some 
way—they either read it, listen to it, or watch 
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it. After this, they are asked to present it; that 
is, they use writing, speaking, or video to 
explain what they have understood about the 
concept. 

These passive (taking in the information) 
and active (responding to the information) 
activities comprise two of the modes of 
communication. When students take in the 
information—read, listen, watch—they 
are engaged in interpretive communication, 
or understanding input. The student must 
use decoding strategies to make sense of 
the input. The medium through which the 
information is conveyed does not change the 
communicative nature of the task, be it music, 
movement, or text. 

When students use writing or speaking to 
communicate what they have understood of 
this message, they are engaged in presentational 
communication, or explaining what they have 
understood. Students presenting information 
do not need any further input to complete 
the communicative task; presenting requires 
only that the student explain the material, for 
example in a report, research paper, or skit. 
Because the focus is on the presentation rather 
than the content of the message, students 
engaged in presentational communication are 
often graded on how they have communicated 
rather than on what they have communicated. 
A fill-in-the-blank activity asking questions 
about a reading is an example of this type  
of activity. 

The third type of communication is a hybrid 
of the previous two and is beneficial for 
all students, especially language learners. 
When students must interpret and 
present information simultaneously in a 
communicative activity, they are engaging 
in interpersonal communication. Say, for 
example, that students in pairs have read 
different articles and must explain to each 
other what they have read and then answer 
questions. Interpersonal communication 
is two-way, takes place in real time, and 
requires negotiation of meaning—when the 
communicator is able to interact with what 
is being communicated to understand it, for 

example by asking questions or rephrasing. 
When students communicate this way, they 
are using passive and active skills at once. 
Additionally, in interpersonal communication, 
the focus is on the message rather than 
the means through which the message is 
conveyed. A student engaged in interpersonal 
communication has a reason to communicate 
a particular message, and instructors and 
fellow students have a need to understand 
this message. In this mode of communication, 
there is less concern with prescriptive features 
such as grammar and spelling because the goal 
of the task is to effectively communicate. An 
information-gap activity is a good example of 
this type of communication.

It is important that we use multimodal 
materials to engage students in all three 
modes of communication. This way, we are 
gauging students’ ability to communicate 
information as they would in real life. We 
emphasize students’ ability to both understand 
and convey a message while also considering 
the message itself, not just the conventions 
of the form used to convey it. Consider how 
I used these modes of communication in the 
example I gave above on understanding the 
California wildfires. 

When I saw the alert on my phone and  
“read” the map, I was interpreting the 
information. When I sent a text to my  
friend in the Bay Area, asking about the 
air quality, I was engaged in presentational 
communication because I sent the message 
with the intention of sharing my concern 
and making my friend aware that I had been 
informed of his predicament—I did not  
need to receive information from him to 
complete the communicative task. When I 
talked with my mother-in-law, we exchanged 
information on the fires; each of us was using 
what the other said to discover something 
new about the situation and advance our 
understanding of it. If I had been speaking 
with an accent or making grammatical  
errors, such as saying “fires really badly down 
there,” it wouldn’t matter so long as my 
meaning was clear. This was interpersonal 
communication.
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Considering the modes of communication 
when designing activities augments the use 
of the four skills in multimodal materials. If 
we select materials to vary students’ input so 
that they are listening, reading, watching, and 
interacting with the materials, it is important 
that we design communicative activities that 
respond to the students’ interpretation of 
these materials. Students should use speaking 
and writing to present what they have learned, 
but they should also engage in interpersonal 
activities so that they interact with the 
materials in a more meaningful way. Table 1 
illustrates the intersection between modes 
of communication, skills, and the resulting 
multimodal materials. It is by no means 
exhaustive.

To recap, let’s summarize what the modes 
of communication are asking of students and 
consider why each is valuable in terms of the 
four skills:

• Interpretive communication activities  
are one-way, engaging listening and  
reading skills. These activities require  
that the student have knowledge of the 
topic or means of communication to 
understand the message because the  
task involves no negotiation of meaning. 
An example of an interpretive activity 
would be giving a lecture with a 
PowerPoint presentation and showing  
a video.

Modes of 
Communication

Reading Writing Speaking Listening
Multimodal Materials

Interpretive text

video

images

maps

kinesthetic 
activities

online games

X X recordings

video

music

online games

Presentational X text

drawings

PowerPoint 
slides

animation

webpages 

presentations

recordings

movement (e.g., 
responding to 
commands)

blogs

kinesthetic 
activities

presentations

X

Interpersonal text

video

images

maps

kinesthetic 
activities

online games

text

drawings

PowerPoint 
slides

animation

webpages 

presentations 

recordings

movement 

blogs

kinesthetic 
activities

presentations

recordings

video

music

online games 

Table 1. Intersection between modes of communication, skills, and the resulting multimodal 
materials
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• Presentational communication activities  
are one-way and engage students’ speaking 
and writing skills. These activities focus 
on the creation of the message and the 
knowledge of the audience’s perspective 
because there can be no active  
negotiation of meaning. An example of 
such an activity is a writing assignment 
where students must consider the  
audience they are writing to.  

• Interpersonal communication activities 
involve two-way communication and  
can require reading, speaking, listening, 
and writing. They are spontaneous; the 
way students communicate is unrehearsed 
and unscripted. As a result, these activities 
are not overly concerned with accuracy, 
but rather focus on form and message. 
Common examples are information-gap 
or Find Someone Who exercises, where 
students have to gather information from 
each other to complete a task. 

When we incorporate the entanglements 
of literacy, we must consider the modes of 
communication and the four skills to ensure 
that multimodal input does not require 
only monomodal output in the modes of 
communication. For the following activities, 
we will consider not only multimodal media 
for input, but also the students’ output,  
or which skills they must use to respond  
to the media.  

MULTIMODAL AND MODES OF 
COMMUNICATION ACTIVITIES

The four skills of reading, writing, speaking, 
and listening all pose unique challenges to 
language learners. However, the beauty of 
multimodal texts is that they easily lend 
themselves to the application of these skills, 
making for more comprehensible input. 
When an instructor considers interpretive, 
presentational, and interactive modes of 
communication in conjunction with the four 
skills and multimodal materials, not only 
do activities gain purpose, but they allow 
the language learner to communicate and 
consider input authentically. 

In the five activities below, we see ways 
that multimodal materials combine with 
modes of communication to create authentic 
communicative activities.  

Activity 1: Image—Interpersonal 
Communication

Let’s take an image as a starting point, 
although it doesn’t have to be this way. Albers 
and Sanders (2010) suggest that we “play” 
with aspects of language learning as students; 
therefore, beginning with art or video could 
help to introduce a concept in a way that 
lowers the affective filter.  

If you asked me, in Spanish (a language I’m 
learning), what I think of a painting, I’d almost 
be guaranteed to say “interesante.” If you asked 
me to write impressions on a painting (or 
anything visual), I’d have more time to process 
and could create more complex output. If 
you asked me to listen to what others had 
said about the painting and respond to it in a 
meaningful way, I would be exposed to new or 
underutilized vocabulary, and I’d be engaging 
in interpretive communication.

Show students an abstract painting like the 
one in Figure 6 and ask them to consider what 
they see. In beginning-level classes, students 
could explain what colors and shapes they 
see. In intermediate-level classes, students 
could explain the perceived movement and 
relation between objects with adjectives. 
And in advanced-level classes, students could 
discuss what the colors and shapes represent. 
Instructors could review relevant vocabulary 
beforehand, if necessary.

Students read (or listen to) everyone’s 
responses and use them to reconsider their 
initial impression, considering how they see 
the painting differently after hearing their 
peers’ thoughts or reading their peers’ posts. 
This makes the communication interpersonal.

Activity 2: Audio—Interpretive and 
Presentational Communication

Most podcasts have transcripts available 
online, and instructors can use these 
transcripts to consider relevance and choose 
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which features to pre-teach. Duolingo, a 
language-learning app, also has bilingual 
podcasts—in Spanish and French for 
English speakers and in English for Spanish 
and Portuguese speakers—that present 
opportunities for students to use the modes of 
communication. 

Students listen to a podcast on a relevant 
issue or story and explain key features of 
what they heard. They could do this in a 
discussion forum or in a synchronous session. 
Who, What, Where, and When questions can 
establish the situation and help students to 
understand the conflict—or why the story is 
interesting (or not). 

After listening to and discussing the podcast, 
students write a review of the episode and 
post in the comments section. (Failing this, 
instructors can create their own comments 
section on most learning management 
systems.) Students respond to each other’s 
comments. The students do not have new 
information for each other, so this task is not 
interpersonal. The students read and respond. 
A way to make this interpersonal is to require 
students to listen to different podcasts and 
then discuss, for example, how the podcasts 

treated the same story 
(or a related story) 
in different ways. The 
communicative goal is 
to use information they 
need from each other 
rather than the podcast 
alone.  

Activity 3: Video—
Interpersonal 
Communication

A video is multimodal 
in nature because it 
combines audio and visual input. Visual 
cues allow for better understanding of the 
audio, and in the case of subtitled videos, 
text can be read. For these reasons, videos 
are an excellent way to engage students, 
and there is a temptation to paste lots of 
video links in online courses until students 
feel they are doing little more than flipping 
through channels. The issue with some 
video-based assignments is that they tend 
to focus on interpretive and presentational 
communication, where students are not 
engaging in authentic communication— 
after all, we all discuss things we’ve seen,  
but we don’t normally complete cloze 

Podcasts for English Language Learners

	Duolingo Podcast

https://podcast.duolingo.com/

	Voice of America: Learning English

http://learningenglish.voanews.com/
programindex.html

	The English We Speak—BBC

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/
p02pc9zn/episodes/downloads

	Splendid Speaking

http://splendidspeaking.podomatic.com/

	News in Slow English

https://www.newsinslowenglish.com/

Figure 6. Abstract painting
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activities in response to the latest sitcom.  
In real life, our opinions on the events of a 
show as a whole are far more important  
than the individual details of it. Activities  
that would require even native speakers to 
pause a show and rewind to get specific  
details are generally not promoting 
interpersonal communication, nor are  
they authentic. 

When students have something to 
communicate to each other and a need to 
communicate this message, the motivation to 
complete the activity is greater. 

One way in which students can engage in 
interpersonal communication is to survey 
each other about the video and collect  
results. The instructor can post three to 
five short, funny videos (about cats, babies, 
bloopers, etc.) and then have students 
watch and rank them in order of which they 
found funniest, most enjoyable, sweetest, 
or any number of other adjectives and/or 
superlatives. Students can rank these videos  
in different ways.

After the students have watched and ranked 
the videos, they survey classmates to discover 
who in their class thought the same way they 
did about each video. The instructor can 
design a Find Someone Who form for the 
students to complete.

Activity 4: Multimodal—Interpersonal 
Communication

As we saw in the California wildfires example 
above, current events can be valuable in the 
language-learning classroom because they 
provide authentic materials, are easily adapted 
to address the modes of communication, 
and are presented in multimodal formats. In 
addition, news stories are engaging and relay 
important information. It’s difficult to avoid 
using interpersonal communication when 
a current news story is the topic, especially 
today. As such, the news is often a great source 
to promote the entangled model of literacy.

While several websites—such as Voice of 
America: Learning English and Breaking News 

English—offer adapted news stories for 
English language learners, I like to focus 
on local stories. I find students have more 
agency in relation to these news stories and, 
often, that opinions are not as polarized and 
entrenched. Also, in the sweep of national 
news, what’s happening in our community is 
quite often and detrimentally overlooked.

Using the news in activities can become 
quite involved for the instructor, and to 
have students successfully interact with and 
communicate their responses to news stories 
is often somewhat laborious, as it requires 
navigating real-time media. But doing so 
reminds both students and instructors of the 
validity and urgency of what’s being done in 
the classroom.

To begin, students are given a short list of 
breaking local stories and then asked to 
choose the one that looks the most interesting 
and find out what they can about it. Note that 
they are allowed to use any media they want 
for this purpose—political cartoons, videos, 
reports, and pictures. Anything that comments 
on their story is relevant, and a list of possible 
sources could be provided. The assignment 
is for the students to use these varied media 
to form an opinion on the story, to share this 
opinion with the class, and then respond to 
one another’s opinion. This response could 
take a variety of forms: a comparison of 
viewpoints, consideration of the evidence to 
support viewpoints, a debate, or a response 
in an online forum (as described below). 
The response can be done in writing or with 
a recording. Notice that introducing the 
requirement of opinion turns the assignment 
from presentational (summary, for example) 
to interpersonal. The student has a reason to 
talk about this subject. They have chosen it 
and they are giving their perspective, usually 
based on their unique life experience. The 
other students need this opinion to complete 
the activity; besides, they will probably be 
interested in it as an opportunity to state their 
own opinion. 

After students give their opinions, they 
condense them to a few sentences and post 
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them in the comments section in one of 
the related forums where they found their 
information. Alternately, the instructor can 
create a forum where students post these 
responses, as posting on other forums may 
require membership, entering personal 
information, etc.; local media sources, 
however, often have less obfuscated forums.

After the students have posted their 
opinions—thus entering into the real-time 
conversation taking place on the topic—they 
copy the links to their post and paste them in 
a place where classmates have access to them, 
such as a class discussion forum. Students 
must then choose one link to follow and 
respond to their classmate’s posting. 

I’ve found it helpful to provide templates 
for these posts. The composition textbook 
They Say, I Say (Graff and Birkenstein 2014) 
has examples of templates for entering 
such conversations. These templates allow 
students to consider exactly what argument 
or claim they are responding to and frame 
their response accordingly. This is useful for 
both linguistic and rhetorical conventions of 
responding to an issue. 

While this assignment requires a good 
deal of instruction and scaffolding from 
the instructor, it not only teaches students 
media literacy, but it also provides them 
with the tools to participate in important 
conversations taking place in their 
communities, conversations with outcomes 
that could potentially affect them. Therefore, 
this type of assignment does not end at one 
instance of interpersonal communication, but 
equips students to continue to engage in such 
communication on their own. 

Activity 5: Real World—Interpersonal 
Communication

Finally, in this era of online classes, it is 
important to keep in mind how much time 
we are all spending in front of the computer. 
The outside world is the most complex 
multimodal experience and one that students 
should take advantage of for both input 
and output. Real-world activities require 

students to engage with different modes of 
communication but also to go beyond the four 
skills in terms of modality, bringing in smell, 
touch, taste, and feeling—which are obviously 
under-considered in language learning; yet 
studies have shown that senses like smell can 
have a positive correlation with language 
learning (Rolletschek 2020). 

Different environments have different sensory 
input. Students can take a walk through their 
neighborhood and record their impressions, 
posting these when they return. The other 
students must, in turn, guess where the 
student had walked, based on the sensory 
report. The instructor can provide the first 
example, using sights, smells, textures, 
feelings, sounds, and tastes. 

CONCLUSION

In face-to-face classes, students have visual, 
auditory, and other sensory cues that enable 
them to lower their affective filters and to 
process new information. In online classes, 
these cues are reduced, resulting in less 
authentic and comprehensible material. 
Likewise, communicative activities tend to 
favor presentational communication and 
use less interpersonal communication. A 
productive solution is to create authentic 
materials based on an entangled literacy 
model that blends the four skills with 
multimodal materials; these materials, in 
turn, are better suited to use in interpersonal 
communicative activities in which students 
engage in meaningful communication. 
Through consideration of multimodal 
materials and modes of communication, 
language instructors developing online 
classes can create activities similar to 
those in face-to-face classes that engage 
students with comprehensible and authentic 
communication. 

Consider the materials you are using. Do they 
vary the modes of communication, or are they 
focused on presentational communication? 
Are these materials presenting the “entangled” 
view of literacy, or are they using a single 
mode of presenting the material? When we as 



2 02 2E N G L I S H  T E A C H I N G  F O R U M14 americanenglish.state.gov/english-teaching-forum

Figure 7. Multimodal comic

1. Text

2. Image

3. Gesture

4. Expression

5. Movement

instructors ask ourselves these questions 
before assigning material, students are able to 
learn online from sources as authentic as those 
in face-to-face classrooms. 

Let’s look at one more example, using the 
comic in Figure 7, to clarify: Notice what 
the image contributes, even for something as 
“recondite” as that penultimate sentence.
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Composition in the  
Second-Language Classroom

I n a Facebook group I have been moderating, English language 
teachers from around the world have pointed out that there is a 
disconnect between the kinds of texts students read and write 

outside of class and the texts they read and write in class. They 
reported that outside of class time, students are often glued to 
devices such as mobile phones and tablets, but at school, those 
devices are often put away (sometimes even banned); reading and 
writing activities focus on passages from textbooks and traditional 
print-based texts, and the use of technology in composition is 
often ignored. Lotherington and Jenson (2011) echo this point, 
arguing that in L2 classes, traditional print-based text continues to 
dominate writing instruction. 

In many contexts, standardized assessments 
exert a significant amount of pressure on the 
ways in which writing instruction is carried 
out in schools. Writing in schools is still often 
restricted to traditional print-based text because 
that is what is assessed (Choi and Yi 2016; 
Herrington and Moran 2009; Lee 2010, 2016). 
Intertwined with the washback (the influence of 
assessment on instruction) that assessment can 
have on instruction are teachers’ beliefs about 
literacy. English language teachers are often 
reluctant to embrace any kind of composition 
beyond traditional print-based texts because of 
ideas that literacy is primarily language-based 
(Choi and Yi 2016; Hundley and Holbrook 2013; 
Tan, Bopry, and Guo 2010; Valdés 2004).

DIGITAL LITERACIES

Digital literacies are ways of reading and 
writing carried out through digital devices 

and on the Internet (Ware, Kern, and 
Warschauer 2016). They are also called 
twenty-first-century literacies, multiliteracies, 
new literacies, and new media literacies 
(Kist 2013). Examples include, but are 
not limited to, blogs, social media sites, 
websites, podcasts, infographics, and digital 
posters. While digital literacies often play 
an important role in how we communicate 
in today’s world, successfully navigating 
digital literacies is often given little attention 
in today’s schools (Elola and Oskoz 2017; 
Hafner, Chik, and Jones 2015; Jiang 2017; 
Kist 2013; Lee 2016; Lotherington and Jenson 
2011) in spite of recent calls for educators and 
administrators to rethink ideas about meaning 
making and communication in the digital age 
(Cummings 2009; Hafner, Chik, and Jones 
2015; Jewitt and Kress 2003; Kress 2000; 
New London Group 1996). Digital modes of 
writing need to be practiced in the English 
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language classroom to better align with the 
kinds of writing carried out outside a school 
setting (Elola and Oskoz 2017; Hafner 2014; 
Serafini 2014). 

There are numerous components of digital 
literacy skills; one important aspect is 
the ability to create digital multimodal 
compositions, which is the focus of this 
article. The article begins with a definition of 
digital multimodal composition (henceforth 
DMC). It then explores the benefits of 
incorporating DMC in the English language 
classroom. The subsequent section covers 
important considerations for teachers before 
they start a digital multimodal project or task. 
The article then provides suggestions for five 
classroom applications of DMCs. Finally, the 
article touches on assessment for DMC.

WHAT IS DIGITAL MULTIMODAL 
COMPOSITION (DMC)?

According to Serafini (2014, 12), “ … a mode 
is a system of visual and verbal entities created 
within or across various cultures to represent 
and express meanings.” Examples of modes 
are written language, images (moving or still), 
and sound. The New London Group (1996), 
a group of scholars credited with bringing 
attention to the need for new perspectives on 
composition, pointed out that ideas of literacy 
can no longer be restricted to traditional 
print-based text; therefore, students should 
be able to demonstrate their writing 
competencies through writing that makes use 
of multiple modes and various technologies. 
The prefix “multi” might be confusing, as it 
implies a number of modes. However, since 
DMC is composition that uses more than one 
mode and is produced and distributed  
digitally (Palmeri 2012), a multimodal 
composition might, in fact, have only two 
modes. For example, a blog with a visual 
is multimodal; a podcast with sounds is 
multimodal; a poster with words and pictures 
is multimodal; and a research paper with 
graphs is multimodal. When working with 
DMCs, the writer needs to consider how the 
modes work together to convey a message 
(Sabatino 2019; Shipka 2013). 

It is important not to think of DMC in 
opposition to academic writing. Academic 
writing can be realized through traditional 
print text as well as digital text, which may or 
may not be multimodal, just as nonacademic 
writing can be carried out through traditional, 
print-based text or digitally, and may or may 
not be multimodal. Imagine, for instance, 
that a student writes an essay on a piece of 
paper for a school assignment. This essay has 
only print text (whether it is handwritten or 
typed). We would consider this a traditional, 
print-based text. Now, imagine that this 
student adds a picture to this text. The text is 
now multimodal. If the student were to take 
the same essay and produce and distribute 
it digitally (with the picture), it would then 
be a DMC. It is the type of text, the purpose 
for which it is written, and the language 
that is used that make a text academic or 
nonacademic. The number of modes and 
whether the text was produced digitally do 
not have any bearing on whether a text is 
academic or nonacademic. In brief, a DMC 
can be academic or nonacademic.

DMC IN L2 CLASSROOMS 

My personal experience noted in the 
introduction offers only anecdotal evidence 
that might not fully represent the degree 
to which DMC is carried out in L2 English 
language classrooms. However, in a survey 
of research on English as a foreign language 
(EFL) writing in schools to date, Lee (2016) 
noted that, because of a lack of research, little 
is known about the degree to which K–12 
English language teachers in EFL settings 
employ DMC. In higher-education contexts, 
there has been some research on DMC in EFL 
contexts (e.g., Hafner 2014, 2015; Hafner, 
Chik, and Jones 2015; Hafner and Ho 2020; 
Jiang 2017; Kim and Lee 2018; Yang 2012). 
Studies on DMC have also been carried 
out in English as a second language (ESL) 
K–12 contexts (e.g., Ajayi 2008; Choi and Yi 
2016; Early and Marshall 2008); ESL adult-
education contexts (e.g., Tan and McWilliam 
2009); and ESL higher-education contexts 
(e.g., Cimasko and Shin 2017; Dzekoe 
2013; Shin and Cimasko 2008). However, 
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these studies have been carried out only in 
certain regions of the world, and many were 
primarily or entirely qualitative in nature. 
While existing studies provide rich details 
on the nature of DMC in particular contexts, 
it is impossible to generalize these findings 
to a larger population. In other words, 
studies on DMC in some classrooms do not 
provide evidence of the degree to which 
DMC is incorporated in L2 English language 
classrooms globally. In essence, the application 
of DMC in many L2 writing classes in both 
EFL and ESL contexts likely remains limited 
(Early, Kendrick, and Potts 2015; Jiang 2017). 

WHY DMCs SHOULD BE INCORPORATED 
INTO THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE 
CLASSROOM 

 Traditional print-based assignments are still an 
important part of writing and literacy. Students 
need to know how to write clear sentences, 
how to connect sentences into a longer piece 
of writing, and how to build arguments—all of 
which can be learned through traditional, school-
based writing assignments. But there is also the 
world of digital writing, much of which has 
become increasingly multimodal (Brooke 2014), 
that students need to be versed in to become 
savvy consumers and effective communicators 
(Gee 2014; Serafini 2014). Jiang’s (2017) 
study suggests that language learned through 
DMC can be linked to the development of 
traditional, print-based literacy. DMC not only 
helps students develop composition skills, but 
also helps them develop digital literacy skills, 
an important part of twenty-first-century 
learning (Parris, Estrada, and Honigsfeld 2017). 
Bohannon’s (2015) study found that 14 out 
of 15 students surveyed indicated they had 
developed digital literacy skills through DMCs. 
DMC can help develop composition and digital 
literacy skills while also providing students with 
opportunities to integrate the multiple language 
skills of reading, writing, listening, and speaking 
(Lee 2016; Nation and Macalister 2021; Parris, 
Estrada, and Honigsfeld 2017), which can 
reinforce and solidify language learning.

In addition to the real-life practicalities of 
being able to compose in a digital world, 

DMC can be motivational for students in ways 
that traditional, print-based texts might not 
be. Bohannon (2015) found that 14 out of 15 
students surveyed felt that DMCs  
were more motivational than traditional 
print-based assignments. Similarly, in a 
study by Powell, Alexander, and Borton 
(2011), 60 percent of student participants 
reported high levels of motivation when 
carrying out multimodal projects. Choi and 
Yi (2016) found that students developed 
more confidence and self-esteem through 
multimodal projects. Kirchoff and Cook 
(2016) found that following a semester of 
multimodal writing assignments, students  
saw themselves as better writers. 

To some degree, enhanced motivation might 
lie in the range of possibilities that DMC 
affords. DMC allows for a wide degree of 
creativity because it provides writers with a 
variety of tools and ways of expression as well 
as many opportunities for experimentation 
and innovation (Alexander, Powell, and Green 
2011/2012; Brooke 2014; Hafner 2015; 
Hafner and Ho 2020; Lee 2016; Sheppard 
2009). In addition to access to a variety 
of tools, DMC often gives students the 
opportunity to incorporate an interactional 
component (e.g., social media and blogs), 
which can help students understand how 
their composition is received. Hafner’s 
(2014) study showed that students were 
more motivated to produce quality products 
when their assignments were published 
on online platforms. Kim and Lee (2018) 
similarly found that DMC helped students 
develop better audience awareness. (See 
“Talk about public and private writing” in the 
next section before asking students to post 
assignments publicly.) Many of your students 
might already be engaged in digital platforms 
and might do a lot of writing online (Stanley 
2013). You can harness the experience and 
interest that already exist and use them to 
help students develop both composition and 
English language skills. The idea, however, is 
to use technology and DMC not just to attract 
students’ attention, but rather as a real aspect 
of their literacy practices (Kist 2013; Parris, 
Estrada, and Honigsfeld 2017; Stanley 2013).
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BEFORE STARTING A DIGITAL 
MULTIMODAL PROJECT 

Talk about public and private writing 

An important part of digital literacy is 
understanding the differences between public 
and private writing (Bloch 2008; Harmer 
2015; Ivester 2011). Careers, reputations, 
and lives have been ruined by information 
that has been made public on the Internet 
(Ivester 2011). As teachers, we must respect 
and protect our students’ privacy and prevent 
any future loss of reputation (Harmer 2015). 
Before your students post anything online 
for a class assignment, have a discussion with 
them about the difference between public 
and private writing. Talk with them about 
what happens when private information is 
made public and the kinds of information they 
want to share about themselves online (Blyth 
2011). It is especially important to be cautious 
with young learners who might have more 
difficulty distinguishing between public and 
private writing (Bloch 2008). 

Students should never be forced into making 
their school writing assignments public. Some 
learners might not feel ready to share their 
writing publicly; some learners might write 
about topics that they do not want to share 
broadly; and some students might be members 
of vulnerable populations. Give your learners 
options for how they publish their work. You 
can set up shared platforms or sites that are 
shared only with students in the class, or you 
can let students decide whether they want to 
make their writing public. With most learning 
management systems, for instance, student 
work can be shared with other classmates or 
only with the instructor. On most blogging 
platforms, students can choose to make their 
posts public or visible only to select others, 
such as classmates and the teacher. 

Make sure students will be able to carry out 
the assignment 

Before starting a digital multimodal 
assignment, find out about your students’ 
access to technology and their knowledge of 
and experience with technology tools. You 
can ask your students directly, or you can 

give them a written survey. You might want 
to conduct a general survey of technology 
skills, or you might want to ask your students 
particular questions related to an upcoming 
project. (For a sample general survey of 
technology, see Table 1.) 

If you are introducing a technology or a way 
of using a certain technology that students 
might not know, practice using that function 
of technology with students and provide 
assistance as needed. You could also direct 
students to online resources that can assist 
them in learning to use the technologies 
they might need. Additionally, you can ask 
students to help one another learn how to 
use the necessary technologies. Ask students 
to employ the Each One, Teach One method, in 
which those who learn then become those 
who teach. 

Consider the purpose and goals of your 
project 

Like other writing assignments, DMCs 
can be carried out for various reasons. 
The focus of some DMCs might be to help 
students practice using different modes in 
a composition to communicate a message. 
For other assignments, the purpose might be 
to reinforce recently learned grammar and 
vocabulary. Still another aim of DMCs might 
be on developing specific composition skills 
or to help students practice digital literacy 
skills. And, of course, many assignments will 
incorporate a combination of these goals and 
purposes. Writing down your objectives will 
help you to be clear about the purposes and 
intended outcomes for the DMC you assign, 
and that will, in turn, help you clarify your 
assessment plan. (See Table 2 for sample 
objectives of a DMC.)

Plan the overall assignment 

You can have students do stand-alone 
assignments, such as one podcast, or a series 
of assignments, such as a number of podcasts. 
These podcasts could have different content 
related to the same theme. For instance, 
students might carry out a series of podcasts 
related to environmental issues. You might also 
have students carry out a multigenre, digital 
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Technology Survey

1. Which of the following tools do you have access to? (Check all that apply.) 

___ Shared computer ___ Your own computer 

___ Shared iPad or tablet ___ Your own iPad or tablet

___ Access to a family member’s cell phone ___ Your own cell phone  

2. Which of the following best describes your Internet access? 

___ Regularly available home Internet connection for one or more of the devices listed 
above 

___ Limited access to the Internet in shared space (such as a school, library, or Internet 
café) 

___ No reliable access to the Internet 

3. How confident are you in your ability to carry out each of the following activities? 
(Check the best answer for each skill below.)

Skill Very 
confident

Confident Not so 
confident

Not confident 
at all

Typing on a 
keyboard 

Sending and 
receiving email

Finding 
information and 
resources online

Inserting pictures 
into a document

Using Zoom

Using Google 
Docs

Table 1. Sample general survey of technology 

(Note that Table 1 does not necessarily present a complete survey. It is meant to provide an idea of 
the kinds of questions that might be relevant in a technology survey.)

Objectives

By carrying out this picture-story assignment, students will: 

• Understand how words and images work together to create meaning

• Learn how to arrange words and images on a page

• Practice writing descriptions of people and places 

Table 2. Sample objectives of a DMC
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multimodal project whereby they put together 
a project that focuses on one topic that they 
explore through different genres. Suppose 
students choose to focus on pollution and 
create a podcast, blog, and poster. They could 
then put the different pieces of their project 
on a website. In this way, students get practice 
working with a variety of genres, including 
the construction of a website. 

SCAFFOLDING A DMC ASSIGNMENT 

Thorne and Reinhardt (2008) recommend 
a three-phrase model for helping students 
analyze and compose DMCs; their model is 
described here with some modifications: 

1 . 	 In the first stage, observation and collection, 
learners consider their interests and 
collect a number of texts in the genre 
they plan to compose in. If learners 
will be writing blogs, for instance, they 
should look at blog entries. (Depending 
on your students’ age and proficiency 
level, you may need to supply 
appropriate models at this stage or direct 
students to webpages where they can 
find suitable models.) 

2. 	 Once students have a collection of 
models, they move to the second stage, 
guided exploration and analysis. In this 
stage, learners analyze the models for 
lexical and grammatical features and 
consider the writer’s target audience. 
(For a detailed treatment of ways to use 
models, see Sowell 2019.) Learners 
should also consider how the different 
parts of a DMC work together to convey 
a message. For instance, how does a 
picture support written language? How 
do sound effects support the spoken text 
in a podcast? (For each of the suggested 
compositions listed in the following 
section, there are sample questions that 
can be used for analysis.) 

3. 	 In the third stage, creation and 
participation, learners make their own 
compositions and reflect on how their 
texts were received. 

WAYS OF WORKING WITH DMCs

There are numerous DMCs that can be 
carried out in an English language classroom. 
This section focuses on five DMCs and 
possible assignments that can be implemented 
in the given genres. These assignments can be 
carried out in both online and face-to-face 
learning contexts. 

DMC 1: Picture Stories 

Picture stories are words and pictures used 
together. 

Purpose for use in the classroom: Picture 
stories give students the opportunity to 
practice writing descriptions. (For a detailed 
account on teaching students to write 
descriptions of photos, see Chong 2017.) 

Assignments:

1 . 	 Describe a picture. Ask students to describe 
a picture or pictures. You can give 
students specific assignments. If your 
class has been working on describing 
people, you can ask your students to post 
a photo of a friend or family member and 
write a description. Alternatively, you 
can give students the freedom to select 
the kinds of pictures they want to use for 
their picture stories. 

2. 	 Describe a sequence of pictures. Ask students 
to put pictures together in a sequence  
to tell a simple story. For example, 
students take pictures over the weekend, 
then write about their weekend activities 
in sequence: First, I ______________. 
Then, I ______________. After that,  
I ______________.  

Analysis questions:

• What is the purpose of this piece of 
writing?

• Who is the target audience? 

• How do written text and picture(s) work 
together?
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Platforms and apps: Some currently 
popular choices are Flickr (a site for posting 
photographs that allows users to annotate 
them), Facebook, ThingLink, Instagram, and 
WhatsApp. 

DMC 2: Blogs 

Blogs are online journals or informational 
websites. 

Purposes for use in the classroom: Blogs 
provide students with writing practice and 
the opportunity to write within a community 
(Stanley 2013). One of the great features of 
blogs is that they provide a platform where 
students can easily read and respond to one 
another’s posts at any time. Additionally, 
blogging platforms usually have features that 
allow users to incorporate other aspects of 
text, such as visuals, hyperlinks, videos, and 
sounds, which gives students the opportunity 
to experiment with different modes. (You 
could require that each blog entry students 
write include more than one mode.) 

Assignments:

1 . 	 Personal diary entries. Blogs can be used 
as personal diary entries where students 
write about their thoughts, feelings, 
and experiences. This kind of blogging 
assignment should usually be shared 
only within the class, and students 
should be cautioned to share only what 
they are comfortable sharing with their 
classmates and instructor.

2. 	 Reflections. Blogs can be used as a space for 
students to reflect on reading assignments 
and other class materials. (In some cases, 
students benefit from having a prompt or 
guiding question to respond to.) 

3. 	 Specific topics. Students can focus their blog 
entries on specific topics. These topics 
might directly relate to class instruction 
and could be assigned. Alternatively, 
students might choose a topic and write 
several blog posts about that topic 
throughout the course, or they might 
choose a different topic for each post. 

4. 	 Making blogs interactive. One way to  
make blogs interactive is to have  
students write a question at the end of their 
blog entry. Students can be assigned to read 
and respond to a number of classmates’ 
entries for each assignment, or they might 
be assigned “web buddies” who will read 
and respond regularly to each other’s blog 
entries (Bonk and Zhang 2008). 

Analysis questions:

• What is the purpose of the blog post? 

• Who is the target audience? 

• How do different features of the post 
(visuals, written language, and hyperlinks) 
work together? 

Platforms and apps: Common blogging 
platforms are Blogger (with Blogger, you can 
create closed groups), WordPress, and Wix. 

DMC 3: Posters 

Posters are visual representations of ideas, 
concepts, or other information.

Purposes for use in the classroom: 
Posters are good for helping students explore 
ideas and solidify understanding. They allow 
students to be creative and practice using 
words and images to convey meaning. 

Assignments:

1 . 	 Presentations. Posters are often used as a 
visual aid for presentations. Students are 
asked to create posters that they then 
present to the class. Posters can range 
from serving as a visual for topics  
such as “My likes” to representations of 
academic research. 

2. 	 Review of key concepts. Making posters 
can help students internalize and 
remember key concepts from a lesson. 
If, for instance, your lesson is on health, 
students can make posters that signify 
behavior and activities that are important 
for staying healthy. Students can be put 



2 02 2E N G L I S H  T E A C H I N G  F O R U M22 americanenglish.state.gov/english-teaching-forum

in groups and asked to focus on different 
aspects of the same topic. For instance, 
some students focus on eating healthy 
food; others focus on ways to lead an 
active lifestyle; and others focus on ways 
to prevent disease.

3. 	 Topics. Students could be given a topic 
that they then research and create 
a poster on. For younger learners, 
instructors can give students sets of 
vocabulary items. Students then create 
posters with the new vocabulary and 
corresponding visual representations. 

4. 	 Making posters interactive. Following a 
poster presentation, the presenter invites 
classmates to ask questions related to 
the topic. Alternatively, students make 
posters that they stand beside but do 
not present on. Instead, they invite 
viewers to ask questions based on the 
information on the poster. 

Posters can be made by individuals, pairs, or 
groups. Digital posters can be uploaded to 
a class website or another Internet location. 
(For a detailed explanation of a group poster 
activity, see Fishman 2019.)

Analysis questions: 

• What is the purpose of the poster? 

• Who is the target audience? 

• Is the text large enough to read? 

• Does the poster have a good balance of text 
and pictures?

Platforms and apps: Digital posters can 
be made in PowerPoint and in Canva and 
projected electronically or printed out and 
posted on a wall. 

DMC 4: Podcasts 

A podcast is a digital audio recording that 
includes speech and often other auditory 
elements such as noise, sound effects,  
and music. 

Purposes for use in the classroom: In 
the classroom, podcasts can work well for 
informative texts, interviews, and personal 
narratives. 

Assignments:

1 . 	 Informative podcasts. Students are given 
specific topics or choose their own topics 
for an informative podcast. 

2. 	 Narratives. Students share narrative 
events from their life experiences. (For 
a complete explanation of carrying out 
a narrative podcast assignment, see 
Qaddour 2017.)  

3. 	 Interviews. Students can interview friends, 
family members, local experts, or people 
in their community about their lives or 
about a specific topic. The interview can 
be the podcast, or students can create a 
podcast based on the information they 
learned from the interview(s). 

4. 	 Structuring a podcast assignment. For most 
podcast assignments, you will want to 
ask students to first prepare a script that 
you can provide feedback on. 

5. 	 Making podcasts interactive. After students 
create their podcasts, ask them to listen 
to their classmates’ podcasts. To make 
sure that everyone’s podcast is listened 
to, you will probably need to have 
students work in groups. After listening 
to their classmates’ podcasts, students 
create questions, and the conversation 
continues. 

Analysis questions:

• What is the purpose of the podcast? 

• Who is the target audience? 

• How does the speaker keep the listeners’ 
attention? 

• How do sounds and/or music affect the 
speaker’s message?
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Platforms and apps: Voice of America 
has several podcasts for English language 
learners. These podcasts provide useful 
opportunities for language learning as well 
as useful models of podcasts. For advanced 
language learners, StoryCorps features 
narrative podcasts from people of diverse 
backgrounds. Free podcasts can be created at 
sites such as Podomatic, Anchor, and Podbean. 
(These sites can be found by searching for 
their names.) Spectogram (https://musiclab.
chromeexperiments.com/Spectrogram) can 
be used to add sounds to podcasts. 

DMC 5: Websites 

A website is a location with one or more pages 
on the world wide web. 

Purposes for use in the classroom: 
Websites are good for compiling information, 
whether they are personal websites or a class 
website. (Websites can serve as a central 
location for students to post multimodal 
assignments.)  

Assignments:

1 . 	 Specific projects. Students might build a 
website project over a period of time, 
such as a semester (Kayser 2002). This 
website can be used to post a variety of 
multimodal compositions related to a 
topic. For instance, students might make 
a website about endangered species. 
On that site, they upload a variety of 
assignments (that can be completed over 
time) related to the topic, such as posters, 
podcasts, photo essays, and blog entries. 
They might also link the compositions on 
their website to related pages and create a 
list of useful resources. Students can work 
on a website project individually, in pairs, 
or in groups. (For a detailed explanation 
of building a website as project work, see 
Kayser 2002.) 

2. 	 Displaying assignments. Websites can serve as 
a central location to post DMCs developed 
during a semester. Students could build 
a personal website or work together to 
create and maintain a class website. 

Analysis questions:

• What is the purpose of the website? 

• Who is the target audience? 

• How is the website organized? 

• Is the information on the website easily 
accessible?

Platforms and apps: Users can build free 
websites on Wix, Weebly, and Squarespace. 

ASSESSING DMCs

Assessing DMCs might cause apprehension  
in teachers who are used to assessing 
traditional print-based assignments (Brooke 
2014), and the academic world is still 
wrestling with questions of how to assess 
the DMCs of second-language writers 
(Ware, Kern, and Warschauer 2016). But 
assessment of DMCs does not need to be 
too complicated or confusing. As with any 
assessment, the most important aspect is 
making sure that it aligns with the objectives 
of the assignment. For instance, in the 
section above, “Consider the purpose and 
goals of your project,” one of the objectives 
in Table 2 is to learn how to arrange words 
and images on a page, so “Learned how 
to arrange words and images on a page” 
would be one of the items on your rubric. 
Sorapure (2006) believes that assessment of 
a multimodal composition should include 
considering how effectively the modes in 
a multimodal composition work together. 
Hafner and Ho (2020) suggest a process-
based model of evaluating DMCs that 
assesses students at different stages of the 
composition process—planning, drafting, 
revising, and publication. Some multimodal 
assignments, such as blogs, might be low-
stakes assignments that can be graded as 
pass/fail. Since DMCs encapsulate a wide 
range of text types and might have many 
components, it is important to consider 
the learning objectives when deciding upon 
or creating an assessment tool rather than 
looking for a single template. 
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CONCLUSION 

In today’s world, it is important to be able 
to write in a variety of contexts for a variety 
of audiences. Composition is no longer 
restricted to writing essays, summaries, and 
responses. There is a need to expand our 
view of composition and the teaching of it. 
While traditional literacies are still important 
skills to be honed in the English language 
classroom, it is time that we think beyond 
strictly assigning traditional, print-based 
compositions. We now have at our fingertips 
an array of tools and platforms for creating 
DMCs, and new tools and new ways of 
creating will continue to emerge. This article 
is meant to provide an understanding of DMC 
and to suggest ways to carry out DMC with 
students. The ideas are not a comprehensive 
collection of multimodal composing 
assignments; they are a gateway through 
which English language teachers can begin to 
consider multimodality along with concrete 
ideas for carrying out tasks and assignments. 
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READER’S GUIDE

This guide is designed to enrich your reading of the articles in this 
issue. You may choose to read them on your own, taking notes or 
jotting down answers to the discussion questions below. Or you  

may use the guide to explore the articles with colleagues.

For example, many teachers discuss Forum at regularly scheduled  
meetings with department colleagues and members of teachers’ groups,  
or in teacher-training courses and workshops. Often, teachers choose an 
article for their group to read before the meeting or class, then discuss that 
article when they meet. Teachers have found it helpful to take notes on 
articles or write a response to an article and bring that response to share in 
a discussion group. Another idea is for teachers to try a selected activity or 
technique described in one of the articles, then report back to the group on 
their experiences and discuss positives, negatives, and possible adaptations 
for their teaching context.

Considering Multimodal Materials and Modes of Communication for 
Authentic Communication in Online Classes
(Pages 2–14)

Pre-Reading
1. What does the term “multimodal materials” mean 

to you? Do you use multimodal materials in your 
teaching? 

2. What examples of multimodal materials and 
modes of communication can you think of?  

3. If you teach online, do you find it difficult to 
provide your students with opportunities for 
authentic communication? Is providing these 
opportunities to students more challenging when 
you teach online than when students attend class 
in person? 

4. Why do you think multimodal materials and 
modes of communication might support the use of 
authentic communication?

Post-Reading
1. Did your understanding of multimodal materials 

and modes of communication change while you 
were reading this article? If so, how? 

2. Now that you’ve read the article, how would you 
rate your use of multimodal materials in  
 

 
your teaching? Have you actively looked for 
opportunities to use them? Are you more likely 
to do so now? 

3. How would you explain the term “entangled 
literacy model” to a colleague who has heard the 
term but isn’t sure what it means? 

4. The author points out that it is important to 
“ensure that multimodal input does not require 
only monomodal output [by learners] in the 
modes of communication.” What does this mean 
in terms of teaching and planning lessons? Do 
you agree that not requiring only monomodal 
output is an important consideration? Why or 
why not? 

5. The author uses the example of California 
wildfires to show how real-life communication 
takes place through multiple modes. What 
experiences have you had that illustrate how 
similar types of communication have taken 
place in your life? How can you apply those 
experiences to your teaching? 
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Digital Multimodal Composition in the Second-Language Classroom 
(Pages 15–25)

Pre-Reading
1. What do you think the difference is between 

traditional print-based composition and 
multimodal composition?  

2. What do you think “composition” means to your 
students? What do they think of when they hear 
this word?  

3. When you teach composition, what are your 
main objectives? 

4. If you teach composition, would you say that 
you teach multimodal composition? Do you 
teach digital composition? Do you teach digital 
multimodal composition (DMC)? 

5. As you prepare to read this article, what are you 
most interested in learning or taking away from it? 

Post-Reading

1. In the opening sentence, the author points out that 
many English teachers feel that “there is a disconnect 
between the kinds of texts students read and write 
outside of class and the texts they read and write in 
class.” Do you agree? What texts do your students 
read and write outside of class, and what texts do 
they read and write in class? If there is a difference, 
what strategies do you use to close the gap?  

2. Do your students already produce digital 
multimodal compositions (DMCs)? What types? 
Do you actively encourage this type of production 
in your teaching and assignments, or do students 
produce them on their own initiative? 

3. What advantages do you think creating DMCs 
offers students (compared to working on traditional 
print-based compositions)? Can you think of—or 
have you noticed—any drawbacks? 

4. What are the main challenges your students have 
in composition courses? In what ways might the 
suggestions in this article alleviate those challenges? 

5. Find a print-based text that you wrote sometime in 
the past. How could you make it multimodal? What 
effect might that have on readers? Could you assign 
your students to make one of their print-based texts 
multimodal? 

6. The author suggests five types of DMCs, along 
with possible assignments. Which type might work 
best with students in a course you teach? Keeping 
in mind the author’s suggestions about assignment 
objectives, scaffolding, etc., assign a DMC to your 
students. What are their reactions? What are the 
results?
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TEACHING TECHNIQUES

Mix It Up! Mingle Away!
by LAURA LODER BUECHEL

Many mingling activities beyond Find 
Someone Who can be done for instructional 
purposes in the language classroom, and 
mingles—activities in which learners move 
around and talk with multiple classmates as 
they seek information and/or practice using 
specific language elements—can be used at 
both the lower and upper levels as well as 
with children and adults. The ideas below 
focus on the elementary-school English as 
a foreign language (EFL) classroom, where 
learners begin with English when they are 
around nine years old. They already have a 
grasp on the local language and are starting 
to become exposed to English through music 
and gaming. 

When I use any of the mingling activities 
described below, I keep in mind the following 
points:

• How am I introducing the language or the 
topic?

• How am I introducing the activity itself?

• What language structures do I have on the 
board as support? At what point during 
the mingle do I start to erase the language 
support or erase it entirely?

• How do learners know when it’s time to 
change partners—do I have a bell?

• What can I observe in my learners while 
they are mingling?

• When do I need to stop the whole class 

and do some controlled drilling or practice 
before they continue?

• How am I making the learners responsible 
for listening to one another or for doing 
something with the information they 
acquired while mingling?

• What do I need to do afterwards to settle 
the learners down, to revise any points, or 
to consolidate the information?

Jokes mingle

For each learner in the class, I prepare a joke 
to memorize and hand out each one on a 
small piece of paper. (Two examples: “What 
do you get when you cross a snowperson 
with a vampire? – Frostbite!” and “Why was 
the skeleton sad? – It had no body to dance 
with!”) Generally, I have jokes on specific 
topics such as seasons, holidays, and school, 
and I search online for “+simple jokes +clean 
+inoffensive +kids”; there are many jokes on 
the web—and many sites (such as Ducksters). 
But understanding jokes has a lot to do with 
the level of the learners and, when possible, 
using jokes where there are parallel words in 
the local language. 

Once the learners have memorized their joke 
(and often they have to use a dictionary to 
understand all the words), I collect the jokes 
because they should not be reading from the 
paper. Their challenge in the mingle is to tell 
five members of the class their joke. As they 
do this, they are responsible for each partner’s 
understanding of the joke, so sometimes they 
translate it, and sometimes they repeat the 
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punch line slowly; deciding how they get their 
partner to understand is a good part of the 
challenge! 

After the learners have told their joke five 
times, they have to find a joke they heard that 
they like better than their own joke and tell 
that new joke at least three times. This at times 
means that they have to do a few more rounds 
of telling their original jokes, but that depends 
on the class and how “quick” they are. When 
they go back to their seats, I often have them 
try to recall, in groups, as many of the jokes 
they heard as possible (in a class of 20 children, 
in groups of three they tend to be able to 
remember most of the jokes). In other classes 
that need some quiet work, I have them first 
fill in a grid, as shown in Figure 1, where they 
read and note down whether they remember 
the joke from the key words and whether 
they told it. They then go through the list 
out loud in small groups, trying to re-create 
the jokes. Thus, this activity does a lot not 
only for fluency but also for getting a deeper 
understanding of words and internalizing 
structures. 

3-2-1 mingle

This common mingle is great for a focus on 
fluency. With minor tweaks, you can use it 
over and over again, but in slightly different 
ways. The general method is to first write a 
topic to discuss or question on the board—
for instance, “What is in your backpack?” or 
“What do you like about your school?” Then, 

learners talk to one person for three minutes 
about the topic. They then change partners and 
have two minutes to discuss the same prompt 
with another student. They change partners 
one more time and have one minute to discuss 
the prompt. With younger learners, I tend 
to use 2, 1.5, and 1 minute(s). For advanced 
learners, I tell them that in the second round, 
they must integrate something they heard from 
the first round (and if it was something in a 
classmate’s backpack, they have to find out 
what is not in each other’s backpack, but is in 
someone else’s backpack). You can also use this 
mingle at the end of a lesson, when the prompt 
might be, “Discuss everything you did in the 
lesson today” or “Retell the story you heard in 
today’s lesson.” This can be done for formative 
evaluation so you know what you have to pick 
up on again in a subsequent lesson. In fact, for 
formative purposes, I use this moment to note 
down observations on my record-keeping sheet 
so I have evidence for report cards on who is 
speaking fluently and who got the content of 
the lesson. This activity builds confidence and 
fluency and is quite versatile! 

Two Truths and a Lie (Fib) mingle

This mingle is similar to the 3-2-1 mingle 
and is well known in the English language 
classroom, yet I have mostly experienced Two 
Truths and a Lie as an introductory activity 
in a new group. There are, however, many 
more ways of using it. Generally, in advance, 
learners write down their statements. The 
statements can be:

Joke about … Heard? Told?

• fences and cemeteries

• fat jack-o’-lanterns

• skeletons crossing roads

• laughing monsters

• skeletons and spicy food

• mummies as employees

• comedians and Halloween

• witch stew

• mummies and vacation

Figure 1. Example grid for joke consolidation
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• personal, so learners get to know one 
another (I am Italian. / I have two dogs. /  
I have two cats.) 

• designed for practicing a particular tense 
(I have never been to Zimbabwe. / I have 
never seen an elephant. / I have never 
eaten kangaroo.)

• about a story the learners are working 
on (The Three Little Pigs were siblings. / 
The Three Little Pigs had three different 
houses. / The Three Little Pigs were on a 
diet.) 

• definitions of words students are learning 
(An apple is a fruit. / Milk comes from 
chickens. / Apples grow on trees.) 

• from a picture prompt: learners describe 
two things they see and one they don’t 
from the same picture. 

After students write these statements, they 
have to memorize them (the teacher can 
always walk around and correct). After the 
statements have been memorized (there are 
many memorization strategies you can use, 
such as covering the paper up from the end and 
repeating it over and over again), I have the 
learners hand in their statements to me. Now 
the mingle begins! The learners stand up and 
find a partner, and each says their statements 
to their partner. On the board I tend to write, 
“The first/second/third one is wrong” and 
“That’s right” and “No, guess again!” After each 
person has told their partner their statements, 
they swap partners. Depending on what comes 
next, students can take time to quietly write 
down any new facts or all the correct sentences 
they can remember. 

Find-your-partner picture mingle

In this activity, I have a set of pictures that  
are similar, such as pictures of fruit salad.  
In one picture, the fruit salad consists of 
apples, berries, and oranges. In another 
picture, the fruit salad has apples, berries,  
and bananas. There are different ways to 
do this activity, and I often use it to create 
random partners. 

If you have a class of 20 learners, you need 
ten pictures (you can also split your group 
in half if you have a larger class; you will just 
need one picture per pair). First, in pairs, 
learners receive one picture and write short 
descriptions of the picture as a collaborative 
activity. You can always put language support 
on the board. If you want to be sneaky, the 
pictures should all be the same size, and the 
paper the learners write on should be the same 
color and size as the paper with the picture 
on it. Then, you gather both the pictures and 
the descriptions. Now you have 20 pieces of 
paper, half with pictures and half with text. 
Redistribute the pictures and the written 
descriptions randomly to individual students. 
Give the learners a minute to memorize what 
they have. Then, they put down the paper and 
mingle to find their partner; conversations 
might sound something like this:

A: “My fruit salad has apples, berries, and 
bananas in it.” 

B: “My fruit salad also has apples, berries, 
and bananas in it!”

A: “My fruit salad is in a glass bowl.”

B: “Oh, mine is in a blue bowl.”

They mingle until they find a match. Then, 
they can check the originals (I often have 
them leave their pictures and texts at their 
desks and do this at the front of the room so 
it’s easier to check afterwards).

A second version of this mingle is to have two 
pictures that are the same. So in a class of 20, 
there are ten pictures, printed twice. Hand  
out a picture to each learner. Have the  
learner write a description on a post-it of what 
is in their picture. They need to leave their 
pictures at their desks, and they mingle with 
the post-its until they find their partners.  
Once they have read what they had written, 
they can check their pictures. A simple search 
with Google Images using terms such as  
“fruit salad” or “zoo animals” or “rain forest 
scene” will lead you to many pictures that  
are similar. 
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This activity could also be done as a drawing 
activity, where learners are given descriptions 
of pictures (“In your picture, some fruit salad 
is in a blue bowl. There are apples, cherries, 
and bananas.”). Two learners should be given 
the same text so there are two pictures of 
the same things. Then, the processes from 
above can be repeated, but this time with the 
learners’ own drawings. However, I am not 
so keen on drawing in the classroom because 
learners should be manipulating language, and 
thus one could as well have the learners create 
concrete poetry as shown in Figure 2; this 
could act as the picture. 

One-minute speech mingles

In this mingle, start by having the learners 
find a partner. One person talks for one 
minute. Then, their partner talks for one 
minute. After this, they mingle and do the 
same thing with a different partner. But there 
is no reason for doing this without a purpose 
for listening! Thus, I tend to use the following 
ideas with my elementary-school learners:

1 . 	 Describe everything you see in the 
classroom. Your partner counts. If you 
said 15 things this time, then the next 
time, after you change partners, you have 
to say 20 and include something your 
first partner said. Afterwards, you write 
down everything you said or heard!

2. 	 Again describe everything you see in the 
classroom, but you have to say something 
that is incorrect—did your partner listen 
to find out? The partner can indicate 
something is wrong during the speech 
by holding up their hand, or after the 
speech they can say something like,  
“I heard you say ______. That was 
wrong!” The speaker can respond, “Yes! 
You got me!” or “There’s one more!”

3. 	 Picture yourself at the local grocery 
store (take a minute to picture it). Then, 
one partner lists everything they can see 
but has to throw in a word in a language 
other than English—but with a British/

Figure 2. Sample of concrete poetry
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Mingles offer short movement breaks that can provide 
the teacher with evidence of learner fluency and range of 

vocabulary—and mingles are simply just fun.

American accent. The listener has to see 
if they noticed it!

Compliments mingle

On the board, I write a 3x3 grid of colors 
that the learners copy down. They then walk 
around and give nine different compliments 
to nine different classmates—“I love your 
blue shirt!” On the grid that they have copied, 
they write down their classmate’s name 
and the article of clothing or a key word or 
phrase from the compliment. This game is 
described here: https://www.tesol.org/read-
and-publish/bookstore/teaching-with-games 
(Buechel 2020). Some adaptations might be as 
follows:

• Write a grid of positive attributes (lovely 
smile … kindness … sense of humor).

• Focus on vocabulary items you are stuck on 
(“How do you say chuchichestli in English? 
… Thank you. You are so helpful!”).

• Have students look at the tags on their 
clothing. Fill the grid with country names. 
Learners walk around and say, “I love your 
T-shirt! Where was it made?” If the shirt 
was made in India, and the asker has “India” 
on their grid, then they can take note. 

There are many more mingle activities, such 
as mingles with a single word on a card to 
practice a structure (e.g., a country name 
on a card to have the learners practice “Have 
you ever been to … ?”), where each time 
learners ask a question of a person, they then 
swap cards with that person. There are Find 
Someone Who lists and bingos that can also 
be used as mingles. I’ve had classes that were 
too wild for such activities, but mingles offer 
short movement breaks that can provide the 
teacher with evidence of learner fluency and 
range of vocabulary—and mingles are simply 

just fun. Mingles can be used for assessment 
purposes at the end of a unit or to get an idea 
of what learners know already at the start of a 
unit. Furthermore, depending on the mingle, 
you can note down observations that might be 
part of a standards-based reporting system; 
for instance, mingles can reveal whether 
learners can fluently and accurately describe 
an event that happened to them in the past, 
whether they have mastered a particular 
structure, or whether they can retell what 
they read in a text. 

Mingles, generally, are great activities for 
many of the mediation descriptors found 
in the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages (see North and 
Piccardo 2016). Don’t be afraid to try 
them with younger learners, as most of 
these examples do not always involve free 
speaking, but come with language support 
and preparation. As a result, there is a lot of 
controlled language practice in a seemingly 
“free” environment, which can be motivating 
to all. Enjoy!
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REFLECTIONS

Forum at 60
by TOM GLASS

Many things can change in 60 years. 
Methodologies for teaching language can 
change again and again. Widespread use of 
computers, cell phones, and the Internet 
can change lifestyles, careers—and language 
teaching. A pandemic can disrupt everything.

But many things can stay the same in 60 
years, too. Knowledge of English and other 
languages can still open doors socially and 
professionally. English teachers’ dedication 
to their students and their support for one 
another can be sustained. And English Teaching 
Forum can continue to publish articles that 
spread teaching ideas and strengthen English 
teaching worldwide.

Of course, those are not the only things that 
have changed—or that haven’t changed—over 
the last six decades. But this year, as Forum 
reaches its 60th anniversary, we celebrate 
with a series of articles reflecting on aspects 
of Forum’s growth and development.

We’ll begin with a brief rundown of the 
journal’s history. Forum actually started off as 
a newsletter, featuring articles produced on a 
typewriter, copied, and mailed out to English 
teachers around the world. (Sixty years later, 
typewriters have pretty much disappeared, 
but typing skills are more valuable than ever.)

The newsletter was a hit, and as often happens 
with things that are popular, Forum grew 

The popularity of 
this newsletter, 
published in 
1962, led to 
the creation of 
English Teaching 
Forum.

The first cover of the brand-new journal, 
English Teaching Forum

NOTE This is the first of four articles commemorating the 60th anniversary of English Teaching Forum. 
Each 2022 issue will feature one of the articles.
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bigger. It looked more like a 
magazine, with more pages 
and more articles. 

And sometimes, copies 
of Forum were noticeably 
thicker. That’s because Forum 
began offering bonus content 
in the form of inserts that 
were published right along 
with the articles. 

Vinyl recordings—of songs, 
poems, and Aesop’s fables,  
for example—were first 
offered in 1966 on what  
were called “soundsheets”; 
they were included in  
Forum periodically until 
1995. By that time, vinyl 
records had become less 
popular and were being  
replaced by cassettes and  
the new sensation, compact 
discs (CDs). Teachers used 
cassette players and then, later, 
CD players in place of record 
players, which were joining 
typewriters on dusty shelves of 
school supply closets. In fact, in 
the future, historians might look 
back at copies of Forum and learn 
not only a lot about teaching 
methodologies of the time, but 
also something about changes in 
technology. 

(These days, Forum is still able 
to offer recordings to readers. 
Instead of vinyl records, though, 
we simply provide links to audio 
resources, such as those available 
at americanenglish.state.gov.)

Issues of Forum included other inserts: 
posters, foldout maps (for example, of the 

This 1985 record features readings of four “two-minute mysteries” 
from a book by Donald J. Sobol. The last record inserts were 
distributed in 1995.

By the late 1960s, Forum 
had a new look; this is the 
cover of a 1969 issue.

United States, of New York 
City, and of Washington, 
D.C.), and calendars marked 
with birthdays of well-
known authors. These inserts 
found their way to walls of 
classrooms around the world. 
Teachers carefully took them 
out of Forum, unfolded them, 
and taped them up. Just like 
that, they had an attractive 
teaching resource, ready to 
be incorporated into their 
lessons.

An important part of Forum’s 
history is what it has looked 
like on the outside. Teachers 
I have met remember their 

favorite covers, and some comment on the 
different Forum logos that have been in use 
over the years. The current look debuted in 
2015, and you can see previous logos on the 

Forum Fact
In its 60-year history, English Teaching Forum has published more than 3,350 
articles by authors representing 143 countries.
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images of covers that accompany this article. 
While I am happy with the current look, other 
readers have their own favorites, such as the 
long-running smaller logo that was used from 
1975 to 1999—and which included the words 
“A journal for the teacher of English outside 
the United States” inside the O in FORUM—or 
the lowercase forum logo that appeared on the 
cover in the early 2000s and that featured a 
tiny lizard.

Along with the cover designs, content has 
evolved, too. In 1982, Forum introduced a 
Teacher Correspondents section, which 
was made up of names and addresses of 
English teachers around the world who were 
interested in corresponding with others in the 
field. In effect, they were seeking professional 
pen pals with whom they could share ideas 
and build friendships. That section of Forum 
was quietly dropped in 1995 as electronic 
communication took over from traditional 
letter writing. Instead of using a pen, paper, an 
envelope, and a stamp, teachers could get in 
touch by using keystrokes and a click. (And by 
the way, do your Generation Z learners know 
what a “pen pal” is?)

While that section did not survive the digital 
wave, another section, introduced in 1976,  
still holds a prominent place in each issue of  

HAVE YOU EVER HAD ROAD RASH?
Take This Quiz and Find Out!

NASCAR drivers use special vocabulary, such as pit stop and jack man,
to describe key elements of their sport. They’re not alone, of course; race car drivers, truck
drivers, mechanics and even motorcycle riders use special vocabulary to talk about the ups
and downs of their sport or profession with their colleagues.
Can you join in on these conversations? The quiz below will test how “road-savvy” you are!
Read each sentence carefully and pick the best answer. Good luck and safe driving!

Reference—Jackson, M. 2003. Say what? An automotive slang guide. http://www.motor-cross.ca/saywhat.html

Answers
1.b(truck driver slang); 2.a(motorcycle rider slang); 3.c(truck driver slang); 4.b(truck driver slang); 5.a(drag racer slang); 6.c(truck driver slang); 7.a(motor-
cycle rider slang); 8.a(truck driver slang); 9.c(NASCAR driver slang); 10.b(custom car driver slang)

by Lisa Harshbarger

1. I got tired of sitting in the rocking chair
all the time.
a. Waiting for the traffic light to change
b. Driving between several large trucks
c. Parking a vehicle in a very tight space

2. If he were smarter, he wouldn’t have all 
that road rash.
a. Cuts and bruises from falling onto the road
b. Damage to the fenders and sides of a car
c. Sunburn from sticking an arm out the window

3. She hates to drive in the granny lane.
a. Parking lot outside a retirement home
b. Shopping district where people walk
c. Section of road with strict speed limits

4. One more invitation and I’ll take the keys 
away from you!
a. Broken headlight
b. Speeding ticket
c. Empty gas tank

5. I think I need to get me some new wets.
a. All-weather tires
b. Windshield wipers
c. Leather car seats

6. Look out for that alligator!
a. Police car
b. Rough road
c. Piece of tire

7. She’s never t-boned her Harley, as far 
as I know.
a. Crashed it into a vehicle
b. Broken it down for parts
c. Used it to carry groceries

8. There are too many cash registers
on that road for me.
a. Toll booths
b. Places to gamble
c. Fast food places

9. Did he finally get the green?
a. Win a prize at the races
b. Buy a lime-colored car
c. See the green flag wave

10. That full tuck and roll job really ruined 
the look of the car.
a. Removal of the car doors
b. Upholstery made for the car
c. Raising the car’s chassis

The Lighter Side

05-0004 ETF_OFBC_IFBC_CX2  10/18/05  10:39 AM  Page 4

The Lighter Side page has had different looks over the years but 
is still going strong. The quiz above appeared in 2005.

Forum: The Lighter Side. In its early days, the 
section featured jokes and riddles, many of 
which were republished from other sources. 

Nowadays, The Lighter Side—
on the inside back cover of 
each print issue—features 
puzzles, almost always based 
on language, and always 
original. One reason The 
Lighter Side has lasted 
so long is that offering 
jokes, riddles, and puzzles 
highlights one of our core 
beliefs: that learning (and 
teaching) English is fun!

The July 1986 issue 
focused on writing and 
included a comment 
from the editors on the 
benefits of a relatively 
new device, the word 
processor. The editors 

A crisp poster of the United States, ready to be unfolded and displayed  
on a classroom wall, was included in a 1978 issue.
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This poster of Atlanta, which was tucked into a 1994 issue, provided content for teachers interested in including 
lessons related to the 1996 Olympic Games in their courses.

The colorful cover of a 2005 issue focusing on the 
teaching of young learners

noticed how much easier it was to revise 
articles by using a word processor instead  
of typing out entire new drafts—or  
rewriting them by hand. And they realized  
that the word processor could become 
a valuable tool for teachers and writing 
students, too: the word processor’s “ease of 
deletion and change shows the act of writing 
to be a more fluid, amendable, informal, 
and creative process than we had previously 
thought it to be.” In other words, digital 
writing not only made revising much easier; 
it also gave writers insights into the entire 
creative process.

Eight years later, in 1994, Forum went  
online for the first time. Here’s the thing 
about tracking early digital history, though. 
While paper copies of Forum over 60 years 
give us a history that is easy to trace, we  
have been unable to find much evidence  
of what the first Forum webpages offered.  
(If anyone has clear memories of these— 
or if you saved screenshots of them—please 
let us know!)
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This design, with FORUM in block letters, featured 
a cover photo linked to an article on current and/or 
cultural topics of interest inside the issue. The theme for 
all four 2014 issues was pets.

In 2002, as Forum was celebrating its 40th year, 
former editor Thomas J. Kral noted the fast 
pace of technology and wondered whether 
Forum would still be publishing print copies 
when it turned 50, in 2012. As it turns out,  
he correctly anticipated that the online version 
of Forum would prove highly popular, but he 
also underestimated the ongoing demand 
for print copies. Sure enough, in 2022, 
although Forum content can be accessed and 
downloaded for free at the American English 
website, many teachers still prefer to get their 
quarterly doses of Forum in print form rather 
than online. 

Somewhere in that timeline, after The Lighter 
Side was introduced but before the journal 
went online, I had my first experience with 
Forum. I was training to learn how to teach 
English as a foreign language effectively, and 
our group was assigned a number of articles 

to read. We noticed something curious: 
many of those articles had been published in 
English Teaching Forum. I was struck not only 
by the usefulness of the ideas presented in 
the articles (especially at a time when, as a 
novice instructor, I was desperate for ideas, 
and Forum regularly came through) but also 
by the writing style, which was informative 
and professional, and almost always easy to 
comprehend.

Then, when I became a Peace Corps 
volunteer, teaching English in northeastern 
Thailand, there again was Forum. One of my 
colleagues was the proud possessor of many 
years’ worth of issues of Forum, and on my 
first day in the office—even before I had a 
chance to sit at my desk—she showed me 
the department’s teaching resources, many 
of which were copies of Forum. “You can find 
great ideas in there,” she told me, unaware that 
I already knew that. She invited me to borrow 

The current design, typically featuring original artwork, 
made its debut in 2015 with this artist’s rendition of a 
street scene in a section of Washington, D.C.
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a copy whenever I wanted—but also had me 
promise to make sure I put it back!

Her copies, like many copies of Forum I have 
seen over the years, were well read. Corners 
of pages were folded, some pages had been 
torn out or cut up, and puzzle answers had 
been filled in. Yet even older issues offered 
something useful—and yes, I did use one  
of the old Forum “records” to play recordings 
of poems for a poetry class I was teaching.  
I thought at the time that the journal was an 
invaluable resource, and I suspect many  
other teachers felt the same. As one editor 
wrote in the 1970s, “This journal now  
goes out in 80,000 copies to teachers in  
115 countries on six continents, and we have 
continuing evidence directly from them that 
they love it. Many teachers … are now  
yelling because they want their Forums!”

These days, of course, you don’t have to yell 
if you want your Forum. You can still read it 

in print form, and you can find it online at 
americanenglish.state.gov, where Forum ideas 
await you 24 hours a day, seven days a week, 
all year long. And as we begin our seventh 
decade, we don’t know exactly what future 
issues of Forum will look like or which topics 
will emerge. But for now, anyway, we look 
forward to adding more to the rich history of 
Forum, one great idea at a time.

Tom Glass has worked on English Teaching Forum since 
2009 and has been editor in chief since 2017.
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MY CLASSROOM LEBANON

Sara Kassab’s love and passion for English go beyond standard 
teaching skills. Although Sara has been teaching remotely during 
the COVID pandemic, she continues to serve refugee children 

in Baalbek, Lebanon. She expresses concern for the well-being of the 
children she teaches and the hurdles they have encountered. She 
emphasizes their resiliency and exalts the importance of education as a 
way out of poverty, neglect, and hardships.

Sara Kassab at her graduation from the American University of Beirut  
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Sara’s path to her current position began 
when, as a student at the American University 
of Beirut, she volunteered at a refugee camp 
through a nongovernmental organization 
(NGO) called Jusoor (an Arabic word 
meaning “bridges”). Students came to the 
center from the refugee camps for Syrian 
children. Most were eight to 12 years old, and 
all had had interrupted schooling. Sara taught 
them English on Saturdays and Sundays.  

During the two years she volunteered there, she 
was amazed to see the children return for her 
English class weekend after weekend. The smiles 
she encountered made her realize her passion for 
education. After graduation, Sara taught English 
and sciences at a private school for a year but felt 
that her calling was clear: to go back to teaching 
the population of refugees she had worked with 
before. With Teach For Lebanon in a partnership 
with Ana Aqra Association (Ana Aqra means “I 
read” in Arabic), she was assigned to the center 
in Baalbek, 67 km northeast of Beirut, teaching 
English, science, and math to students three to 
eight years old. Some lived in the refugee camp; 
others lived outside the camp. Many had never 
been in school before.  

The school follows the Lebanese curriculum, 
and teachers like Sara have an educational 
mentor from Teach For Lebanon and Ana Aqra. 
Before the pandemic brought about remote 
learning, Sara’s bright, colorful classroom was 
in a learning center run by the NGO, featuring 
walls decorated with the English alphabet, 
colors and their names, and a bulletin board 
where students displayed their work. Sara 
dedicated one of the corners to a “brain break” 
station, where students could select activities 
when they needed to take a mental break. The 
space has a large cushion for students to sit 
and read, solve puzzles, or use stress balls to 
help them deal with difficult emotions. When 
studying in person, each student has a small, 
individual chalkboard; with the chalkboards, 
students can spread out throughout the 
classroom to do an extra activity such as 
writing the word of the day or drawing.  

When teaching in person, Sara uses word walls 
to reinforce letter sounds, high-frequency 

words (students tap on these as they leave the 
classroom), and visuals to accompany texts; the 
classroom also has a writing corner and a story 
corner. In the story corner, students complete 
dialogues by filling in blanks with words they 
have recently learned. Students can keep those 
stories in their portfolios, which helps them 
feel proud of their work. 

The materials Sara creates include a magical 
box of puppets. She uses the puppets to activate 
students’ background knowledge and connect 
to previous lessons. For example, when 
introducing the letter C, she uses a puppet of 
a cat to introduce and review sounds, and to 
help students associate the spelling of cat with 
the puppet. She says that it is difficult to find 
appropriate materials already made; therefore, 
she creates her own. Although this can be time 
consuming, one benefit is that she is able to 
tailor the materials to the needs of her students 
and to her lessons.  

Once the pandemic hit, concern for the 
future of the education program grew. When 
stores, factories, government buildings, and 
pretty much every business was closing, the 
impending closing of schools also loomed. 
Without time to train teachers in technology 
skills and best practices, schools had to shift 
from face-to-face to remote learning. Concern 
about whether each child would have access 
to virtual learning mounted; in general, the 
members of the refugee community have 
limited access to and knowledge of technology.  

Sara says that “being determined that nothing 
should stop students’ access to education” 
motivated her and her colleagues. The focus 
became training sessions for teachers and 

Sara presenting online at the Teach For All 
Global Conference in 2020



2 0 2 2 E N G L I S H  T E A C H I N G  F O R U M 41americanenglish.state.gov/english-teaching-forum

parents. Although it wasn’t easy, and every 
strategy and idea went through trial and 
error, this period helped everyone establish 
the best methods of instruction. Everyone in 
the school and the NGO prepared teachers, 
students, and parents while each person was 
facing health and socio-economic challenges. 
A key challenge was unreliable electricity and, 
therefore, inconsistent Internet connectivity.  

A solution that Sara and her colleagues found 
was to create educational videos for students, 
who could watch them at different times or 
when the Internet was stable. Sara’s idea was 
to convert slide presentations to videos. As she 
was the only one who knew how to do that, she 
trained other teachers in the center on how to 
screencast their lessons and how to compress 
videos so they could be sent to students. Along 
with each video, sent daily, teachers provided 
an activity for students to complete. Many 
families had only one phone, so students often 
had to wait for the phone to be available. After 
watching the video lesson, students completed 
the assignment via phone: sending a picture, 
a video, or a voice message to the teacher. 
Meanwhile, teachers had to convince parents 
that despite the difficulties, they should not pull 
their children out of school at an early age. At 
the beginning that was hard, and the engagement 
level was low. As parents and students became 
more comfortable with the videos and lessons, 
though, parents started watching the videos with 
their children and learning English. The level of 
engagement increased.   

One way Sara dealt with the parents’ lack 
of background knowledge was by teaching 
vocabulary through emotions. She describes 
this technique as “Personalizing the Vocabulary 
Learning Experience: A Fun Approach.” To 
remember each step in this process, she uses 
a mnemonic device: PIES = Personalization, 
Interest, Emotions, Senses. According to Sara, 
“The ideas of personalizing the material, making 
emotional connections to it, and achieving a 
sense of ownership are three essential elements” 
of vocabulary teaching that she has tested in her 
classes. Using this strategy, she has seen both 
learners and parents enjoy learning words and 
understand that language is multidisciplinary, 

including “vocabulary, listening, speaking, and 
much more,” she says. For example, with the 
word prepare, students talk about the word and 
what they like to prepare with their parents—for 
instance, how they prepare tea.  

One of the successes of this educational shift 
was the increased role that parents played in 
their children’s education. Parents spent time 
being mentors, and Sara feels that this increased 
involvement will have lasting effects. Another 
significant achievement Sara saw was that her 
students became more independent and more 
motivated to continue their education.  

Although Sara teaches English in Lebanon, she 
is not originally from Lebanon, and English 
did not always come easily to her. She was 
born and raised in the United Arab Emirates; 
growing up, Sara struggled to learn English. 
In seventh grade, she went to an English-only 
school and was the only one in her class who 
had been learning Arabic solely until then. 
Out of her struggles to learn English, though, 
Sara found her passion for the language.  

Her family moved to Lebanon, and Sara 
completed her undergraduate degree and 
obtained her teaching diploma at the American 
University of Beirut. Her volunteer work 
showed her that teaching children with limited 
schooling in a refugee camp requires specialized 
training, and she has continued her professional 
development. Some training, imparted by 
Teach For Lebanon, focused on leadership, 
mission, vision, and student empowerment. 
With Ana Aqra, Sara took professional-
development courses on teaching strategies to 
work with refugees. She fondly recalls a course 
called Integrating Critical Thinking Skills into the 
Exploration of Culture in an EFL Setting, saying, 
“I use lots of the activities I learned from the 
course … . I did many identity activities and 
modified the greetings in the form of more 
culturally aware activities.” Sara also took a class 
to help her teach English through content, as 
she teaches math and science in English.  

Another way Sara bolstered her professional 
development was by joining the Online 
Professional English Network (OPEN) 
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Community of Practice. She has been part 
of many of the massive open online courses 
(MOOCs), global courses, and webinars offered 
through this platform. Notably, she recently 
became a live-event facilitator. Her hands-on 
involvement is deepening her expertise, which 
will in turn cascade to the students she teaches 
and the educators she supports.  

For Sara, the rewards of teaching center on 
the hope she has for the future of her students; 
meeting the challenges of the pandemic led to 
rewards that she says are “beyond the educational 
scope.” Students were able to continue their 
education, and teachers successfully integrated 
twenty-first-century technology skills. Sara 
notes that teaching young learners how to use 
technology is a human rights issue: a child who 
doesn’t have the tools to compete in the global 
economy could be left behind and not have an 
economically viable future. In addition to the 
work the teachers did, Ana Aqra was able to offer 
data bundles for families who couldn’t afford 
better phone/data plans. During the pandemic, 
it really has taken a village to teach the children.  

Sara points out that the learning community 
cannot exist without many important 
stakeholders, including parents, teachers, 
students, and project coordinators from 
centers in different regions who ask for 
support and materials. She has seen and hopes 
to continue to witness a more connected and 
well-informed learning community that can 
work together to strengthen the learning that 
takes place and therefore their society.  

One of the skills that Sara is most proud of is 
the ability to empower teachers during a global 
pandemic, and she has been instrumental in 
preparing the next generation of Lebanese 
teachers. While working remotely, she 
taught colleagues how to use Google Drive 
to collaborate in lesson planning. When it 
turned out that many of the teachers didn’t 
have Gmail accounts, Sara proactively helped 
them create email accounts and use this form 
of communication. In addition, she provides 
workshops on integrating technology in the 
classroom for teachers in her region and other 
regions around Lebanon. She also works 

with educators to improve their English skills 
and understand the curriculum set by the 
government. Moreover, Sara prepares all the 
materials for her students and their parents to 
support virtual learning.   

Meanwhile, the financial situation in Lebanon 
is dire, and although Sara recognizes that 
this—along with the pandemic—can cause 
people to lose hope, she also knows that 
education can be a catalyst. She proudly says 
that “no challenge is too big or too hard on 
the road of learning.” Despite the economy 
and the toll that the pandemic has taken, Sara 
has seen teachers, parents, and students work 
together to bring a better future. Her students 
continue to be motivated, and they know that 
English is the language of instruction in many 
schools and universities—along with being 
the language of technology and games. Sara 
emphasizes the importance of the videos 
the teachers send to students; the videos are 
colorful and animated, they make learning 
fun, they provide engaging activities, and they 
remind students that their teachers are there 
to support them. Teachers have gone out of 
their way to call students, talk to them, and 
re-explain learning objectives. Having this 
level of communication helps the parents—
many of whom have not completed their 
education—also become students. When 
parents watch the videos with their children 
and pronounce the words in English, students 
see their parents learning and become more 
motivated themselves.  

In the coming year, Sara will have an even bigger 
impact on her community when she starts a 
new role as a mentor. She is sad to not be in 
the classroom, but her work will benefit more 
teachers, and thereby more students around 
Lebanon. It is teachers like Sara who make the 
world a better place for those truly in need.

This article was written by Sandra Story, a Regional 
English Language Officer currently serving in Manama, 
Bahrain.

Photos by Diala Yazbec
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TRY THIS

An Interactive Online Project 
for Language Practice:  
Creating a Narrative Flipbook
by NAVINDER K. D. SINGH

LEVEL: Upper beginner and above 

TIME REQUIRED: Variable; class time, as 
needed, over two weeks 

GOALS: To improve students’ English 
language proficiency as they express and 
listen to ideas, read samples, and create a 
narrative; to work collaboratively to create a 
flipbook version of an original story 

MATERIALS: None, but access to the Internet 
and to platforms for communicating online is 
necessary. 

BACKGROUND: 

The new norm of incorporating digital 
tools in lessons and a previous trend toward 
encouraging students to be involved in 
producing learning materials have merged. 
Research on e-modules has shown positive 
outcomes; Situmorang, Yustina, and Syafii 
(2020) demonstrated that incorporating the 
flipbook is a valid approach for increasing 
motivation and learning outcomes, while 
Moiseenko (2015) showed that students can 
be responsible for producing materials and 
described types of materials students can 
develop.  

One way for students to be autonomous 
learners and producers of reading materials is 

by creating a simple narrative and converting 
it to a flipbook. A flipbook offers a page-
turning (book-like) user experience and can 
be read in a linear fashion—from start to 
finish. This article suggests guidelines to 
engage students completely online to create 
a narrative, complete with pictures, and 
convert it to a flipbook. 

AIMS OF THE PEDAGOGICAL APPROACH: 

The flipbook project can be a short-term 
project and incorporated into the syllabus of 
a communicative, creative, or social-media 
course. Alternatively, it can be an extension 
activity to an existing lesson.  

Flipbook creation, design, and production 
combine various skills, with the potential 
to improve students’ English language 
proficiency as they share ideas, read samples, 
and create a narrative.   

The project also incorporates higher-order 
thinking skills. To create a storyline, students 
brainstorm, plan ideas, and then review 
suggestions. They make decisions while 
listening to their peers, and everyone can 
contribute to the discussion. Giving ideas and 
seeing the drawings that they produce can 
create a vibrant, fun online atmosphere where 
students reflect and comment. Indirectly, 
other cognitive skills like problem solving, 



THE LIGHTER SIDE

Sixty Years

Below are various events that have occurred since Forum began publication  
60 years ago. But a word is missing from each event. First, unscramble the words 

in the Words section. Then, place each unscrambled word in a blank to complete 
the sentences in the Events section. Finally, at the bottom, place the events in the 
order in which they occurred. As an example, we have completed the items related 
to the first issue of Forum. Can you unscramble, complete, and order the rest?  

Words

tens ➔     sent     

lecdeet ➔                   
sued ➔                 
cambee ➔                   

whons ➔                  
dessap ➔                  
klawed ➔                 
bagen ➔                 

lods ➔                

brateleced ➔                

blishpude ➔                  
dinevent ➔                

Events
A. The COVID pandemic ________. 
B. People around the world ________ the new millennium.  
C. The first Star Wars movie was ________ in theaters.
D. Barack Obama was ________ president of the United States for the first time. 
E. The first issue of English Teaching Forum was     sent     to teachers. 
F. The song and music video “Despacito” ________ a hit. 
G. The first cell phones were ________ to the public. 
H. The population of the world ________ 7 billion. 
I. Ernő Rubik ________ the Rubik’s Cube.
J. The first Harry Potter book was ________. 
K. Human beings ________ on the moon for the first time.  
L. The word selfie was first ________.  

Now can you put the events in order, from the first one that happened to the most recent?
(For most people, this will not be easy!)

1.   E    (the first event) 

2.           
3.           
4.           

5.           
6.           
7.           
8.           

9.           

10.         

11.         

12.          (the most recent event)

Hint #1: All the Words are past-tense verbs. 
Hint #2: Work back and forth between solving the Words section and solving the Events section.

Answers on page 27



americanenglish.state.gov

https://americanenglish.state.gov/


2 0 2 2 E N G L I S H  T E A C H I N G  F O R U M 27americanenglish.state.gov/english-teaching-forum

Answers to The Lighter Side

Sixty Years

Words
tens ➔ sent
lecdeet ➔ elected
sued ➔ used
cambee ➔ became

whons ➔ shown
dessap ➔ passed
klawed ➔ walked
bagen ➔ began

lods ➔ sold
brateleced ➔ celebrated
blishpude ➔ published
dinevent ➔ invented

Events
A. The COVID pandemic began. 
B. People around the world celebrated the new millennium.  
C. The first Star Wars movie was shown in theaters.
D. Barack Obama was elected president of the United States for the first time. 
E. The first issue of English Teaching Forum was sent to teachers. 
F. The song and music video “Despacito” became a hit. 
G. The first cell phones were sold to the public. 
H. The population of the world passed 7 billion. 
I. Ernő Rubik invented the Rubik’s Cube.
J. The first Harry Potter book was published. 
K. Human beings walked on the moon for the first time.  
L. The word selfie was first used.  

The Events in Order

1. E (60 years ago)  
2. K (1969)  
3. I (1974)
4. C (1977)

5. G (1983)
6. J (1997)
7. B (2000)
8. L (2002)

9. D (2008)
10. H (2011)
11. F (2017)
12. A (2019/2020)
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A flipbook offers a page-turning (book-like) user experience  
and can be read in a linear fashion—from start to finish.

project management, and giving presentations 
are infused in the project. This project 
enhances a student-centered pedagogical 
approach facilitated by a teacher.

PREPARATION: 

1 . 	 Become familiar with flipbooks. View 
samples of simple flipbooks on the 
Internet and identify at least one that 
is suitable for your students to view 
as a sample. Take note of the content, 
language, theme, number of pages, 
drawings, layout, title page, and colors. 
All these aspects will be part of the 
project when students begin production 
of their own flipbook.  

2. 	 Understand the overall project. The flipbook 
project is not done individually, but 
it is a class project where all students 
participate actively. This collaborative 
effort involves negotiation and discussion 
as a class or in smaller groups. All 
students are encouraged to make 
comments and give views throughout 
the process. There is no specific age 
group that is best for this project, as 
storytelling is emerging as a part of 
learning pedagogy and not confined to 
young learners. The only boundaries are 
one’s imagination and creativity. 

Students have different English 
proficiency levels, drawing abilities, and 
technology competence, and the project 
accommodates all these skills and talents. 
Students can volunteer to contribute in 
different ways; the division of the tasks 
depends largely on students’ interests 
and can vary from class to class.  

3. 	 Plan student roles. If the class is small, 
fewer than 12 students, there might 
be a single graphic illustrator, a 

few storywriters, and design-idea 
contributors. There will also be students 
in charge of converting the work to the 
flipbook format and later promoting it. 
If the class is bigger, small groups can be 
formed. Each group can be responsible 
for several pages of the book, with group 
members dividing the necessary tasks to 
complete those pages. Another student 
might be responsible for compiling all 
the pages into a single PDF file.  

4. 	 Prepare for the technical aspects. Besides the 
language aspects, the technical part of 
producing the flipbook is essential. There 
are basically three steps:  

a. Write and draw (or insert images) on 
a word-processing, drawing, or slide-
based document.  

b. Save the document as a PDF file. 

c. Convert the PDF file to a flipbook 
file. 

PDF-to-flipbook converter programs 
can be found with an Internet search 
(try, for example, “free PDF-to-flipbook 
converters”) and are generally easy to 
use. Note that most programs also have 
advanced options that require payment 
and that free versions limit the number 
of pages you can convert; before starting 
the flipbook project, you should check  
a few free converter programs and 
choose one that will fit your needs. 
In most cases, when the flipbook is 
produced, a link will be provided to be 
shared with others.  

5. 	 Prepare a timeline. A timeline can ensure 
students stay focused and remain 
responsible for the project.  
The excitement and novelty of 
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The flipbook project is not done individually,  
but it is a class project where all students participate actively.

participating in the project should be 
sustained, and the project should be 
completed within 14 days. The flipbook 
should be modest and not too ambitious 
in terms of content, language, or length. 
Preparing ten to 14 pages of a flipbook 
with only online participation can be a 
challenge for the teacher and students.

PROCEDURE:

1 . 	 Arrange online lessons. With all class 
members, schedule a time to meet 
online (through a platform that is 
available to you and that you feel 
comfortable using) and create a group 
channel (e.g., on Signal, Telegram, or 
WhatsApp; others might also work well 
in your context) where students will 
be able to carry out discussions and can 
post drawings and storyline ideas to elicit 
feedback. They do not need to purchase 
any software. 

2. 	 Go over the project plan. Inform students of 
the objectives and outline of the project 
so that they are aware of the purpose 
and the stages. For example, the overall 
goal may be for the class to collectively 
produce a single narrative flipbook, 
where past tense verbs are incorporated. 
A goal might also be to create a narrative 
on friendship that incorporates elements 
of fiction writing (e.g., a plot with a 
beginning, rising action, climax, and 
ending). Identify the necessary roles 
(suggested roles are graphic illustrator, 
storywriter, page compiler, online 
networking specialist, and design-idea 
contributor) and allow students to 
volunteer.  

3. 	 Introduce the narrative flipbook. Students 
may not be familiar with a narrative 
flipbook, and looking at a sample can 

arouse their interest. The Internet has 
samples, and you can view them ahead of 
time and pick an appropriate example.  
 
Students should view the flipbook at 
least twice. For the first screening, flip 
through the pages slowly so students 
can comprehend the narrative and begin 
to understand the whole task. For the 
second screening, the following can be 
listed in the chat column of the online 
platform: characters, theme, colors, 
drawings, and number of pages; students 
can identify these and type or give their 
responses. You can pause at various pages 
to highlight a particular aspect, such as 
the plot, language use, or design, and to 
ask questions.  

Questions to ask include, “Who is the 
main character, and how does he/she 
feel?”; “What is this character worried 
about?”; “Can you describe what you see 
on page 3?”; “What did you enjoy about 
the flipbook?”; and “What makes this 
flipbook attractive?”   
 
An alternative is to forward the link 
of the flipbook earlier to the class chat 
group, along with some questions, and 
students can post their replies in the 
group channel.  

4. 	 Brainstorm for the theme. Elicit responses 
from students on stories to motivate 
them and make them comfortable with 
the task. Questions such as, “What kind 
of stories do you like to read?” and “Can 
you share a story you recently read?” 
may help them focus. Next, begin the 
brainstorming discussion by asking what 
type of story they would like to create. 
The story could be about an unexpected 
incident, a wonderful experience, a 
problem and solution, or a description 
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of an interesting event. It could also 
be about how students have faced the 
COVID pandemic. Responses can be 
written in the chat column online. 
Encourage students to share views and 
give comments. You might want to copy 
and paste the responses from the online 
platform to the group channel, to share 
them with class members who could 
not join the online class or for future 
reference. 

5. 	 Engage with the storyline. After students 
choose the type of story and/or theme, 
the next stage is creating the storyline. 
Discussion is at the whole-class level, 
as everyone should know how the story 
is developing and continue to give 
responses. For an initial attempt, decide 
the number of pages (e.g., ten or 12) and 
identify the main character, supporting 
characters, the issue to be resolved, the 
plot, and the outcome. The class must 
also discuss the sequence of events for 
the story. Each of these scenes is depicted on 
a separate page. As students discuss and 
ideas become more organized, list briefly  
(in the chat column) what happens on 
each page. 

For example, if the story is about 
Maria, a student who is coping with the 
pandemic, the sequence might be as 
shown in Figure 1.

6. 	 Write and draw collaboratively. With the 
storyline agreed on, students  
collaborate and work as a team to  
write and draw. Delegate parts of the 
script and drawings to students.  
Writing can be done online as students 
discuss and decide on word choices. 
Meanwhile, the drawing can be carried 
out on paper; then students snap a 
picture and insert it in a Word or 
PowerPoint document. Some students 
may prefer to use online platforms to 
draw. The choices depend on the  
students and their convenience.   
 
The division of tasks can be either of the 
following: 

• whole class (multiple students can 
team up to share the roles suggested 
in Step 2)  

• small groups (group 1 creates the 
first few pages; group 2 creates the 

Page Event 

1 A cheerful Maria is playing. 

2 Maria hears about a lockdown. 

3 Maria is happy to be home. 

4 Maria misses her friends. 

5 Maria shares her feelings with her friends online. 

6 Friends discuss the issue. 

7 Friends share a solution. 

8 Maria follows their advice. 

9 Maria is happy again. 

10 Maria thanks her friends. 

Figure 1. Possible sequence of events in a story



2 0 2 2 E N G L I S H  T E A C H I N G  F O R U M 47americanenglish.state.gov/english-teaching-forum

There can be numerous “Aha!” moments when students  
see that the drawings reflect the scenes of the storyline and  

when the writing and drawing really fit together. 

next few; and so on); each group 
comprises one or more graphic 
illustrators, storywriters, and other 
roles (see Step 2). 

This stage may take a few lessons as 
students draw and write. Encourage 
students to always share their work in 
the chat group or other online platform 
so that everyone is involved. Discussion 
will focus on each page, which usually 
has a few sentences and a picture or 
pictures showing the scene and event. 
Encouragement and praise can build 
the morale of the team and create a 
conducive learning experience.  
Note that if everyone is reluctant to  
draw (it is a language class, after all), the 
Internet provides copyright-free  
pictures for students to copy and paste. 
Using emoticons is another option.  

7. 	 Compile and review. With all students,  
look at the pieces (pages) of the puzzle 
(the story) as a complete book.  
Have one or two students compile 
the pages and arrange them in order. 
Display these pages online during 
the next lesson; students check the 
flow of the storyline and the pictures 
together. Peers can suggest revision, 
including corrections to the language. 
This is a collective effort, and everyone 
participates. There can be numerous 
“Aha!” moments when students see 
that the drawings reflect the scenes of 
the storyline and when the writing and 
drawing really fit together.  

8. 	 Create a title and a cover. The flipbook 
needs a title and should have a cover. 
Students can list suggested titles, and 
these can be posted in the online class. 
Students vote and make a decision. They 

brainstorm ideas for the drawing on the 
front page, too, and can work together to 
create it.   
 
You can also have an acknowledgements 
page. On this page, all students’ names 
and perhaps their task descriptions are 
listed to show everyone’s contributions 
and commitment. 

9. 	 Convert the work to a flipbook. The final 
step is to save all the pages and convert 
them to a flipbook (using Flipsnack or 
another converter). When the story is 
converted, the URL will be displayed, 
and students can copy it. The link can be 
shared and appreciated by others within 
the school or posted online to be shared 
with others, with the approval of all 
members.  
 
For converter options, you might 
try Common Sense Media at 
commonsensemedia.org; click on “for 
teachers” under “Apps & Games” and 
then search for “e-book converter” or 
“flipbook converter” or similar terms 
for descriptions of e-book creation 
sites. (Note that flipbook and e-book are 
sometimes used interchangeably.) 

10. 	Evaluate the project. The flipbook project 
provides an opportunity for students to 
apply their language skills and develop 
an innovative story. You can decide what 
elements to emphasize when evaluating, 
but it is important to let students know 
at the beginning of the project what the 
main criteria will be. The project can be 
assessed according to various criteria, 
such as the following:  

• Content is relevant to the objectives 
(and syllabus).  
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Have fun and see where the students’ imaginations take them!

• The book shows evidence of planning. 

• Ideas and events are organized 
logically. 

• The story uses appropriate vocabulary 
effectively. 

• The project reflects creativity. 

• Students demonstrated teamwork and 
management skills. 

• Students participated willingly and 
responsibly, and they shared ideas 
productively. 

EXTENSIONS

The global challenges of the pandemic have 
required both teachers and students to be 
more resourceful and innovative. The online 
flipbook project integrates various skills 
and can incorporate technological tools and 
social-learning platforms. When the flipbook 
is completed, ask students to reflect on the 

project. What did they like about it? What 
skills did they use—and what new skills did 
they learn? Have students brainstorm ways 
they can continue to develop these skills. They 
might wind up creating another flipbook or 
collaborating on a new kind of project. Have 
fun and see where the students’ imaginations 
take them!  
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