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MULTIMEDIA LITERACY IN

BY MICHAEL GENZUK, PH.D.

TEACHER EDUCATION

he USC Rossier School of Education’s faculty and the
university’s Annenberg Institute for Multimedia
Literacy (IML) have engaged teacher education candi-
dates in interactions that will form a deeper appreciation
of the language of multimedia to create and disseminate knowl-
edge that is co-equal with traditional text-based methods. This
represents a new kind of language that includes understanding
how graphics, color, lines, music and words can convey meaning.
What emerges from this work is a conceptual framework of
what teaching for multimedia literacy might entail in education-
al contexts where linguistic and cultural diversity is the norm and
where students are engaged in multiple forms of literacy prac-
tices in and outside of their school. This emerging framework
includes the concept of multiliteracies; general orientations to
teaching, including transmission, social constructivist and trans-
formative approaches; and a cognitive psychology perspective on
how people learn. These constructs set the stage for description
of a framework for the development of “multimedia literacy”
and its potential for fueling sustained literacy learning across all
the traditional literacies that form the foundation of our educa-
tional undertakings.

Multiliteracies

The fundamental nature of a multiliteracies approach to teach-
ing and learning is that contemporary schools need to focus on a
broader range of literacies than merely traditional reading and
writing skills. The term multiliteracies was introduced to high-
light the relevance of new forms of literacy associated with infor-
mation, communication and multimedia technologies and,
equally important, the wide variety of culturally specific forms of
literacy evident in a complex pluralistic society (Cummins,
2004). From the multiliteracies perspective, the current focus
within schools on linear text-based literacy in the dominant lan-
guage of the society represents a very limited conception that
fails to address a global, technologically advanced knowledge-
based society. Today’s student population is multilingual and is
exposed to, and engaged in, many different literacy practices
both in and outside the school. Within schools, however, the
teaching of literacy is narrowly focused on the dominant lan-
guage and typically fails to acknowledge or build upon the mul-
tilingual literacies or the technologically-mediated literacies that
form a significant part of students’ cultural and linguistic capital
and everyday experience (Cummins).
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Most educators agree that students should be given opportu-
nities to engage in meaningful experience and practice within a
learning community and the development of concepts and
understanding should be supported by specific instruction as
needed. Students should also have opportunities to reflect upon
what they have learned and examine concepts and ideas critical-
ly in relation to their social relevance. Finally, they should be
given opportunities to take the knowledge they’ve gained and
put it into play in the world of ideas. They should understand
how their insights and ideas can have an impact on people and
issues in the real world. The project-based learning entailed in
the Rossier/IML initiative on multimedia literacy contains an
ideal environment to mediate these types of experiences in the
pursuit of deep understanding.

Pedagogical Orientations
These themes can be viewed in the context of three pedagogical
orientations: transmission, social constructivist and transformative.

These are somewhat interwoven rather than being distinct
and isolated from each other. Transmission-oriented pedagogy’s
goal is to transmit information and skills articulated in the cur-
riculum directly to students. Social constructivist pedagogy
incorporates the curriculum focus of transmission approaches
but broadens it to include the development among students of
higher-order thinking abilities based on teachers and students
co-constructing knowledge and understanding. Finally, transfor-
mative approaches to pedagogy broaden the focus by emphasiz-
ing the relevance not only of transmitting the curriculum and
constructing knowledge but also of enabling students to see
clearly and intuitively how knowledge intersects with authority,
control and influence. The goal is to promote critical literacy
among students to encourage them to read between the lines of
societal discourses rather than skim their surface. The develop-
ment of critical multiliteracy abilities may be particularly rele-
vant in an era of multimedia overload where carefully crafted
multimedia messages can influence/manipulate ones percep-
tions and attitudes.

Similar to the way the above-mentioned orientations fit with
the themes in the multiliteracies framework, the cognitive psy-
chology research on learning and how people learn highlight the
limitations of the transmission of information and skills model
(Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000). This research suggests
that cognitive engagement and deep understanding are more
likely to be generated in contexts where instruction builds on
students’ prior knowledge and learning is supported by active

collaboration within a community of learners. This research pres-
ents a noteworthy consensus among cognitive psychologists con-
cerning how learning occurs and how optimum conditions pro-
mote learning.

Learning with deep understanding — Knowledge is more
than the ability to remember; deeper levels of understanding are
required to transfer knowledge from one context to another. This
implies that instruction for critical understanding involves the
development of critical literacy (reading between the lines) rather
than literal comprehension of text.

Building on pre-existing knowledge — Prior knowledge,
abilities, beliefs and concepts significantly influence what learners
perceive about their environment and how they organize and inter-
pret it. This principle suggests that with students from diverse
backgrounds, instruction should activate students’ prior knowledge
and build relevant background knowledge as necessary.

Promoting active learning — Learners should be supported
in taking control of and self-regulating their own learning. When
students take ownership of the learning process and invest their
identities in the outcomes of learning, understanding will be
deeper than when learning is passive.

Project based learning as undertaken in the RSOE/IML col-
laborative is one way to put this concept into effect. Learning is
not simply a cognitive process that takes place within individual
students; it also involves socialization into particular communi-
ties of practice. Within these learning communities or what Gee
(2001) terms affinity groups, students are enabled to participate
in the practices of the community from the very beginning of
their involvement. The learning community can include the
classroom, the school, the family and broader community and vir-
tual communities enabled through electronic communication
and multimedia.

Transmission approaches normally entail one-size-fits-all
learning. These approaches are in most cases unable to accom-
modate the diversity of culture and language that are represented
by the new mainstream in urban schools. For example, within a
transmission approach it is almost impossible to enable beginning
second language learners to participate effectively in classroom
life when their knowledge of the language of instruction is at best
limited. By contrast, a multiliteracies approach that attempts to
incorporate students’ culture and language into the curriculum,
that provides alternative methods for expression such as multi-
media, is more capable of including all students successfully with-
in the learning community. Language minority students can
express their intelligence, imagination and literary/artistic talents [J

Most educators agree that students should be given opportunities to
engage in meaningful experience and practice within a learning
community and the development of concepts and understanding
should be supported by specific instruction as needed.








