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Abstract: This study investigates the digital multimodal composing competence of fifty freshmen from Hong Kong, 
Macao, and Taiwan regions in a Chinese University based on a systemic functional approach to multimodal discourse 
analysis (SF-MDA) and sociosemiotic ethnography. These students are divided into six groups and are required to 
make presentations on topics like sports, fashion, festivals, environment, and cities. The collected data include students’ 
digital multimodal texts and interview responses. Findings show that a) students have the awareness of salience, but 
often misrepresent it; b) students are likely to confuse the relationship and function between the text and image as they 
often use the image with the least or redundant information to complement the text; c) students are likely to incorporate 
something irrelevant to the topic; d) students misuse the immersive image as a background due to lack of the concept of 
context; e) they usually provide excessive language information. This study also puts forward suggestions on the pedagogy 
of improving these students’ multimodal literacies through optimizing the existing teaching method and setting up an 
instantaneous recall feedback form.
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1. Introduction
Nowadays, there emerge an increasing amount of studies on multimodal composing, framed by multiliteracies 
and sociocultural theories, including exploring the affordances of linguistic and non-linguistic semiotic resources 
and analyzing the process of multimodal composing by individual or in collaboration, and improving multimodal 
pedagogy [1–14]. Many studies focused on the multimodal products and explored how language learners orchestrated 
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different kinds of modes into ensembles to fully express the intention and meaning, among which Shin et al. went 
further to explore why sixth-grade L2 learners orchestrate different modes in this way by adopting the method of a 
systemic functional approach to multimodal discourse analysis and principles of sociosemiotic ethnography [15–19]. 
However, few studies have summarized typical problems and general patterns of university students from Hong 
Kong, Macao, and Taiwan regions in orchestrating different modes before they receive any systematic multimodal 
knowledge. These students almost all live in a multilingual environment before receiving higher education in 
China’s mainland. Some of them have lived in Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan regions since they were born and 
were accustomed to the education concept, teaching method, and evaluation system there.

To fill the research gap, this study examines the multimodal composing competence of fifty L2 freshmen from 
Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan regions in China by exploiting all available semiotic resources in multimodal 
PPT. These students have been divided into groups according to different topics. Each group is required to 
make a PowerPoint about the given topic and do a multimedia presentation in class. Researchers will critically 
analyze each group’s PowerPoints by systemic functional approach to multimodal discourse analysis (SF-MDA) 
to test whether multimodal ensembles in each PPT slide and PPT slides as a whole have effectively expressed 
the ideational function, interpersonal function, and textual function or not. In particular, the intermodal relations 
between language and image will be analyzed. Besides, there will be a short interview after each presentation, 
concerned with the reasons for orchestrating multimodal resources in the way they did. Finally, the implications of 
pedagogy for developing students’ multimodal composing competence will be discussed. This study specifically 
sought to answer the following questions by both quantitative and qualitative methods:

1. What are the typical problems of L2 freshmen from Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan regions in 
multimodal composing?

2. Why do they orchestrate different modes in this way?

2. Critical thinking of intermodal relations between language and image from the 
perspective of SF-MDA
This study utilizes the systemic functional approach to multimodal discourse analysis (SF-MDA) to examine 
students’ presentation slides. SF-MDA, grounded in social semiotics, leverages systemic functional linguistics 
(SFL) to analyze how various communication modes interact [20–21]. According to SFL, the metafunction of 
language includes ideational function, interpersonal function, and textual function [22–23].

The ideational function is comprised of experiential and logical components. The experiential function 
conveys experiences from both external and internal realms, incorporating entities like people, objects, and 
events, typically represented through transitivity and voice. The interpersonal function reflects the speaker’s 
identity, status, and attitudes, realized through mood, modality, and appraisal systems. Mood includes declarative, 
interrogative, and imperative structures, while modality addresses the speaker’s judgments about propositions. The 
textual function organizes information through theme and rheme, where the theme conveys given information and 
the rheme provides new details [24].

Unsworth identifies three intermodal relationships between language and images: concurrence, 
complementarity, and connection [25]. Concurrence occurs when language and images elaborate on the same 
information, presenting redundancy, exposition, instantiation, or homospatiality. Complementarity describes how 
images can add details that language may omit. Connection encompasses projection and conjunction. Projection 



240 Volume 7; Issue 1

involves quoting and thought representation through intermodal links, while conjunction links time, place, and 
causation using symbols like arrows and circles. These relationships significantly enhance ideational meaning. 
Interpersonal meaning is conveyed through characters in images. According to Painter et al., images with a gaze 
engage viewers actively, while those without primarily convey information [26]. Textual meaning is reflected in 
layout, with familiar information typically on the left and unfamiliar on the right [27].

The SF-MDA method proves useful in examining how students use various semiotic resources — linguistic, 
visual, aural, gestural, and spatial — to create meaning. This approach explores the grammar of these resources 
and their combinations [19, 28–29]. It has been applied to analyze pedagogic discourse and student compositions, 
highlighting the integration of language, gesture, and spatial arrangements in learning contexts [30–31].

In this study, the researchers examine the combined effectiveness of language and images, positing that 
this synergy should be more diverse and impactful than the individual effects of either modality alone. Since 
redundancy between language and images does not enhance the overall information conveyed, it should not be 
encouraged in multimodal composition. The researchers will critically assess whether students select appropriate 
images that align with the language to effectively achieve ideational, interpersonal, and textual functions.

3. Research method
3.1. Context and participant
This study examines 50 freshmen from Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan regions at a prestigious university that 
promotes a “facing overseas and facing Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan regions” policy. These students, raised 
in multilingual and multicultural environments, often display active thinking and distinct personalities. They gain 
admission through various ways, including DSE (Diploma of Secondary Education) in Hong Kong, Macao’s 
joint admission exam, national joint college entrance exam, and high school performance recommendations. DSE 
English scores range from fair (Level 3) to distinguished (Level 5**), while Macao requires a passing score of 60 
out of 100. In the Taiwan Region, the GSAT (General Scholastic Ability Test) identifies top performers at levels 11 
and 12.

In this English class of fifty students, results show that only four out of thirteen students from Hong Kong 
achieved satisfactory DSE scores (Figure 1). Of the fourteen students who took the national joint college entrance 
exam, ten passed (Figure 2). In Macao, all recommended students qualified, but only three scored above 80 (Figure 
3). Additionally, two students from the Taiwan region achieved level 11 on the GSAT, while three passed an 
upgraded recruitment exam. Overall, 58% of the students in this class passed their English examinations, with 36% 
attaining relatively high scores. They excel in listening and speaking skills but struggle with reading and writing. 
Furthermore, these students actively engage in English-related activities both inside and outside the classroom, 
displaying a greater willingness to express themselves compared to their peers from mainland China.
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Figure 1. Number of English levels of students from Hong 
Kong in DSE

Figure 2. English score of students from Hong 
Kong, Macao, and Taiwan region in the joint 
college entrance examination

Figure 3. English scores of recommended students from Macao

3.2. Research methods
This study was based on four curricular units in the textbook of New Progressive College English Inspire 1 and 
New Progressive College English Inspire 2, including topics like sports, fashion, festivals, and environment, and 
was conducted by both quantitative and qualitative methods. Quantitatively, electronic copies of the PowerPoint 
slides around four topics were collected and analyzed by the methods of SF-MDA. Qualitatively, prompt 
interviews were done after each group’s presentation. The researcher is their English teacher, and since she did not 
participate in the student’s activity of making PowerPoint slides, nor did she give any suggestions, the interview in 
a certain sense, can be guaranteed as objective.

4. Findings
This study has summarized students’ four major problems of failing to express metafunctions of language and 
text among 344 PPT slides, including misrepresentation of salience, misuse of immersive pictures, stylistic 
conflict, little correlation between pictures and texts, and excessive language information.
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Table 1 reveals that students generally manage the relationship between images and text well, with 
only 17.4% of PPT slides failing to express language and text metafunctions. The primary issue identified 
is “Little correlation between pictures and texts”, where students often select irrelevant images to match the 
text. Additionally, excessive English words or Chinese characters on slides increase reading difficulty, leading 
audiences to lose interest and overlook essential meanings. Problems of “Misrepresentation of salience” and 
“Misuse of immersive pictures” are nearly equally represented, as ineffective use of immersive images can 
downplay critical content. Mistakes related to “Stylistic conflict” are less frequent. It is important to note that 
multiple issues may occur within a single slide, resulting in a cumulative percentage that does not total 100%. 
A multimodal analysis expert independently coded the slides, and the comparison of results showed over 85% 
agreement with the author’s findings, ensuring the data’s accuracy and validity.

Table 1. Major problems of failing in expressing metafunctions of language and text

Reasons of failing to express
metafunctions of language and 

text

Misrepresentation 
of Salience

Misuses of 
immersive

pictures

Stylistic 
conflict

Little
correlation

between
pictures and texts

Excessive
language

information

Numbers of
PPT slides 11 10 4 23 12

Ratio 3.2% 3.0% 1.2% 6.7% 3.5%

4.1. Misrepresentation of salience
According to Kress and van Leeuwen, in spatially integrated texts, salience is assessed through visual cues, such 
as size, sharpness of focus, tonal and color contrast, placement in the visual field, and perspective [32].

In Figure 4, two images are analyzed, a smaller image depicting table tennis equipment and a larger image 
occupying nearly half the slide, featuring a triangle with trees, rocks, and table tennis items. Despite the larger 
size of the triangle, the table tennis elements, such as bats, balls, and a net, are minimized and blended with the 
green trees and gray rocks, making them less noticeable. One student from Group 2 was interviewed to explain the 
purpose and significance of the trees and rocks in the triangle, as well as the relationship between the rectangular 
and triangular images.

Researcher: What does this triangle stand for?
Student: It stands for the net, bat, and table tennis.
Researcher: What do you mean by using this triangle?
Student: We want to emphasize the net, table, bat, and ball as we believe that the three angles of the triangle 

can make them more striking.
Researcher: What’s the meaning of trees and rocks in the triangle?
Student: It is meaningless. It has no particular function except to be pleasing to the eyes. Researcher: Does 

the small picture have the same meaning as the big triangle?
Student: Yes.
Researcher: Why do you choose two pictures with the same meaning? Student: We just want to emphasize 

the table tennis.
Researcher: Since this topic is about “How to play table tennis”, why do you choose these pictures?
Student: Actually, we do not know how to choose the proper picture to illustrate the topic.
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The interview reveals that students view the three sharp angles of a triangle as a means of emphasis. It seems 
plausible because the triangle as a symbol can really play the role of emphasis. However, in this case, the triangle 
is amplified as a picture with trees, rocks, a net, a bat, and table tennis. Thus, it loses the symbolic function 
of emphasis. Besides, the net, table, bats, and balls, which should be central, are overshadowed by the green 
trees and gray rocks. As Tversky et al. and Mayer note, multimedia elements must be relevant to the content to 
prevent cognitive overload [33–34]. Adding unrelated elements, like trees and rocks, compromises the educational 
value. Moreover, the student noted that the two pictures, both aiming to emphasize the net, table, bat, and ball, 
redundantly convey the same information. According to SF-MDA, these images, with little relevance to the topic 
of “How to play?”, fail to effectively convey conceptual meaning. Despite attempts to use the triangle for emphasis 
and attract attention, irrelevant content undermines both conceptual and interpersonal meaning.

Figure 4. Students’ PowerPoint Text on ping pong

4.2. Misuses of immersive pictures
Immersive pictures serve as backgrounds in presentations, providing vivid visual scenes for text. It is a little 
difficult to use immersive pictures properly in the presentation. As the immersive picture takes up the whole slide, 
only concise text should be included.

Approximately three percent of immersive pictures in PowerPoint slides are used inappropriately, causing 
issues such as excessive text, repetitive use leading to aesthetic fatigue, and distraction from the main content 
when multiple images are present. Figure 5 from a student presentation on industrial environmental pollution 
illustrates these problems. While the immersive picture effectively showcases industrial activities, it is overloaded 
with text, some of which interferes with the image, reducing readability.

Researcher: Why do you use immersive pictures in your presentation?
Student: The immersive picture can provide a vivid scene which can give audiences a visual impact.
Researcher: Why do you use the same immersive picture throughout the whole presentation?
Student: I think it has the same function as a PPT template, for they all can provide a background.

Interviews reveal that students understand the textual and interpersonal meanings of immersive pictures 
but often confuse them with PowerPoint templates. Templates can be reused without affecting readability as 
they carry minimal conceptual meaning. In contrast, immersive pictures convey specific meanings, requiring 
viewers to interpret the relationship between the image and text. Reusing the same immersive picture throughout 
a presentation hinders readability and leads to aesthetic fatigue. Moreover, a single immersive picture cannot 
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represent multiple distinct texts, as each relates to a different visual scene.

Figure 5. Students’ PowerPoint texts on industrial environmental pollution

4.3. Stylistic conflict
Stylistic conflict refers to the presence of incompatible genres within the same context. In students’ presentations, 
this specifically manifests as the coexistence of contrasting styles on a single PPT slide, such as the juxtaposition 
of a realistic image with a cartoon, or an incongruous combination of a classical template and modern content.

In Figure 6, an immersive image of a lively Mid-Autumn Festival celebration in a square is used as a 
backdrop, stylistic conflict arises when it is combined with a cartoon image, making the entire slide disjointed. 
This conflict can occur between images and text or among images themselves. An interview was conducted to 
explore whether students are aware of these stylistic issues.

Researcher: Have you ever noticed that the immersive picture was taken in the square?
Student: Yes.
Researcher: Why do you insert the cartoon in the immersive picture?
Student: Because we want to highlight the happy and harmonious atmosphere of the Mid-autumn festival 

with the cartoon.
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Researcher: Can’t the immersive picture fully convey such meaning?
Student: No. The immersive picture serves as a background and has been fuzzified. Therefore, we insert 

another picture to highlight the joyous atmosphere.
Researcher: Why do you insert a cartoon rather than a picture of the living scene in real life? Student: But it is 

more cute, isn’t it?

The conversation reveals that students lack an understanding of genre, mistaking the immersive festival 
image, which features people celebrating with lanterns and humanoid doll lanterns, for a static cartoon. While the 
doll lanterns may resemble cartoon characters, the image itself portrays dynamic, real-life activities and should not 
be confused with a cartoon background. According to multimodal discourse analysis, consistency in image genre 
is crucial for creating a cohesive presentation [35]. Images that align in genre reinforce the message and enhance the 
narrative, making it easier for the audience to follow. Inconsistent image genres can cause confusion and distract 
from the main message [36]. Therefore, using images of the same genre as the dynamic, immersive picture is more 
effective than mixing genres. Consistent genre usage in slides ensures a coherent presentation and leaves a stronger 
impression on the audience.

       

Figure 6. Students’ PowerPoint texts on Mid-autumn Festival

4.4. Little correlation between pictures and texts
A weak correlation between images and text suggests a failure of images to elaborate, instantiate, complement, 
or connect meaningfully with the accompanying text. This disconnect is often due to a misunderstanding of the 
ideational, interpersonal, and textual meanings of the image.

In Figure 7, students presented water pollution using three distinct paragraphs. The first discusses water 
pollution as a challenge, the second emphasizes water’s importance, and the third attributes pollution to 
industrialization. These paragraphs are not chronologically ordered, yet the accompanying image on the left illustrates 
a timeline from present to future with arrows and circles representing key events, which do not correspond to the text.

Researcher: Why do you use this picture in the slide? How do you understand this picture?
Student: We think this picture is very simple and clear. Considering that we are going to write an introduction 

to water pollution with many words, the three arrows in this picture may help the audience understand the 
meanings clearly as we have three corresponding paragraphs. Each arrow matches with one paragraph. Secondly, 
the big green circle with the word “NOW” is more than properly fitting our theme because we will talk about the 
present situation of water pollution.

Researcher: Have you ever thought about the logical meanings of arrows except the function of indexing?
Student: No.
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An interview with Group 4’s representative reveals a misunderstanding of the logical role of the arrows. 
Each arrow represents a distinct event on the timeline, which should reflect a progressive rather than parallel 
relationship. The green and blue arrows serve more than just as indices, as they appear on a dotted-line arrow. 
Additionally, since each paragraph is already color-coded, using arrows for differentiation is unnecessary.

From a systemic-functional multimodal discourse analysis (SF-MDA) perspective, the diagram does not 
support the text’s conceptual meaning. The timeline in the image suggests events should be sequential, yet the 
text lacks a chronological structure, undermining the diagram’s textual function. This misalignment between text 
and image results in a failure to effectively convey both ideational and textual meaning, compromising the overall 
coherence of the presentation.

Figure 7. Students’ PowerPoint texts on water pollution

4.5. Excessive language information
Given the limited space on PPT slides, it is important to provide a concise amount of text. Specifically, five or six 
lines in size 4 font are ideal. Excessive text may crowd out images, negatively impacting the text’s effectiveness 
(Figure 8). Additionally, a high word count can quickly lead to reader fatigue, undermining the slide’s 
interpersonal function. Once interest wanes, the overall conceptual meaning may be lost. An interview regarding 
motivation is presented below.

Figure 8. Students’ PowerPoint texts on environmental pollution
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Researcher: Have you noticed that there are excessive words in the PowerPoint Texts?
Student: Yes.
Researcher: Why do you put so many words on the slide?
Student: Because I am afraid that my English is poor and I cannot remember all the information. If I put them 

all on the slide, I would not feel anxious when I do the presentation.
Researcher: But it will increase the reading burden of readers and make them lose interest instantly.
Student: I know.

The conversation above illustrates that while students recognize the drawbacks of overcrowding slides with 
text, they prioritize their own sense of security during presentations. They fear the embarrassment of forgetting 
their words, making mistakes, and losing face in front of an audience. To address this, it is essential to provide 
students with more encouragement and support, helping them to rely less on text during their presentations and 
fostering their confidence.

5. Pedagogical implications
Past research emphasized the challenge for teachers and the importance of supporting students’ digital composing 
practices [13, 28, 37–38]. Unsworth and Mills proposed a practical pedagogy that incorporates non-linear planning, 
explicit grammatical design, and playful interaction [30]. Liang and Lim and Lim and Unsworth piloted a 
pedagogical framework that includes teaching metalanguage, guiding the design thinking process, introducing 
digital tools and methods, and providing structured lesson packages [14, 39]. These pedagogies generally follow a 
process-oriented approach rather than targeting specific issues, emphasizing the orchestration of language and 
video. However, the ability to integrate language and images effectively into texts is fundamental for creating 
compelling digital videos. Without strong multimodal orchestration skills, students struggle to produce quality 
content. Moreover, while Lim et al. and Lim et al. demonstrated that teaching metalanguage can enhance 
multimodal literacy, many students find it challenging to grasp these concepts without familiarity with the relevant 
terminologies [40–41]. Therefore, it is essential to optimize teaching methods to alleviate students’ anxiety and 
frustration from the outset.

This paper aims to optimize teaching through representative examples. Educators can teach multimodality 
systematically by analyzing common mistakes in students’ presentations. By comparing slides before and after 
modification, students can reflect on multimodal design and text organization. In each course, only one or two 
modes should be explicitly taught, and students must apply these concepts to specific contexts. For instance, 
Figure 9 from Group 3’s presentation on green energy illustrates a significant disconnect with the text which 
discusses the joint efforts needed from the government and citizens in Hong Kong to promote green energy. 
However, the image, a cold desktop computer display, fails to convey either ideational or interpersonal meaning. 
This PPT slide serves as an example for teaching the relationship between text and image by analyzing its 
shortcomings and proposing an alternative visual. Students can be guided to explore the differences in ideational, 
interpersonal, and textual meanings between the two images. Figure 10 effectively represents a positive vision of 
green energy in Hong Kong, complementing the text appropriately.
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Figure 9. Students’ PowerPoint texts on city (Hong Kong) problems and solutions

Figure 10. Revised PowerPoint texts on city (Hong Kong) problems and solutions

After class, groups should exchange their PPT slides. Team members must read, select, and comment on 
slides that align with the multimodal knowledge, such as the appropriate use of immersive images and effective 
presentation of salient elements. They should return the slides to the original group with their feedback. If 
disagreements arise, teachers should encourage students to discuss these differences before addressing them in 
class. This approach not only provides effective training during lessons but also reinforces multimodal knowledge 
in students’ independent work.

In addition to enhancing students’ abilities to identify relationships between texts and images, it is essential to 
cultivate their assessment skills. Hafner and Ho advocated for diversified assessments of multimodal composing [42]. 
Previous studies have supported the idea that peer review serves as an effective formative assessment method for 
learning multimodal concepts [43–44].

Recent studies have focused on assessing digital multimodal composing competence [45–48]. Various rating 
scales have been developed and refined, addressing linguistic, visual, gestural, auditory, and spatial modes as well 
as criteria related to context, substance, and organization [43, 45]. However, current assessment tools are primarily 
designed for video products. PPT presentations emphasize the relationship between text and images and the 
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speaker’s language relative to slide content, whereas video assessments focus on factors such as facial expressions, 
actions, and cinematography. Thus, these criteria may not adequately evaluate multimodal literacy specific to PPT 
presentations.

The multimodal analysis of PPT slides is as crucial as analyzing digital video, particularly due to the nature 
of presentations. PPT slides synthesize complex information concisely, requiring effective organization and 
spatial deployment. Additionally, PPT slides are commonly used in academic and business contexts, making their 
effective design vital for communicative efficiency.

To effectively enhance students’ multimodal literacy in PPT presentations, this paper proposes an 
instantaneous recall feedback form (Table 2) with two peer review questions: “What inspires or impresses you 
most in the other group’s presentation?” and “What confuses you most regarding the text and image?” Students 
are required to answer these questions and provide justifications immediately after the presentation. This feedback 
mechanism assesses students’ instantaneous comprehension and helps presenters recognize which modes were 
effectively utilized, which materials were selected, and which conceptual frameworks and language expressions 
effectively engaged their peers.

Table 2. Instantaneous recall feedback form

Questions Answers Reasons

What inspires or impresses you most in other group’s presentations in terms of the text and picture?

What confuses you most in other group’s presentation in terms of the text and picture?

6. Conclusion
Previous studies have discussed some major problems of PPT slides made by students, such as modality overload, 
misalignment with learning objectives, and poor visual design. Students often overload a single slide with 
excessive information and text, resulting in a monotonous reading experience instead of an engaging presentation 
[49–50]. Slides that deviate from the main topic or contain irrelevant information confuse the audience and diminish 
educational value [51]. Additionally, inadequate color use, inappropriate image selection, and lack of visual 
hierarchy make slides challenging to interpret [50]. This study confirms that students from Hong Kong, Taiwan, 
and Macao Regions at a Chinese university encounter similar issues when creating PPT slides, but also face new 
challenges, such as misrepresentation of salience, misuse of immersive images, and stylistic conflict. Moreover, 
previous studies primarily described these problems, rarely addressing their underlying causes. Understanding 
why students make such mistakes in PPT design is crucial for enhancing their multimodal composing skills.

This study examined the digital multimodal composing abilities of fifty freshmen from Hong Kong, Macao, 
and Taiwan regions using a systemic functional approach to multimodal discourse analysis (SF-MDA) and 
sociosemiotic ethnographic methods, before any formal multimodal instruction. Findings reveal five major issues 
affecting the expression of metafunctions in language and text: misrepresentation of salience, misuse of immersive 
images, stylistic conflict, poor correlation between images and text, and excessive language information. In today’s 
digital era, multimodal composing is an essential literacy. Analyzing these students’ abilities can not only help 
them express themselves more effectively on social media and excel in their future careers but also assist teachers 
in designing targeted and purposeful instruction grounded in systematic multimodal knowledge.

This study also offers pedagogical implications for enhancing students’ multimodal literacy, including 
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optimizing teaching methods through case studies and implementing immediate feedback mechanisms. However, 
multimodal composing encompasses more than just the integration of semiotic resources such as language and 
images. It also involves the presentation and communication of language alongside other modes like sound, 
gesture, expression, and video. Further exploration is needed to understand how students create digital video 
productions and cohesively utilize linguistic and non-linguistic resources.
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