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Language and education

Adolescents’ critical, multimodal analysis of social media 
self-representation

Aslaug Veuma , Marthe Øidvin Burgessa  and Kathy A. Millsb 
adepartment of Languages and Literature Studies, campus Vestfold, university of South-eastern norway, 
Vestfold, norway; binstitute for Learning Sciences and teacher education, australian catholic university, 
Brisbane, australia

ABSTRACT
In a digital society, adolescents’ lives are heavily influenced by various 
multimodal texts published on social media platforms. Digital texts 
challenge conventional forms of literacy teaching while requiring new 
forms of critical media literacy. Previous research has shown that teach-
ers require professional development and support to include critical 
media literacy in the classroom. In this article, we report the findings 
from a study of two lower secondary school teachers and their students 
(n = 43; ages 13–14) in Norway. The study explored a framework for 
increasing students’ understanding of multimodal texts and meaning 
making on social media. Drawing on theories of social semiotics, mul-
timodality, and critical literacy, the study explored how students devel-
oped meta-semiotic competence to scaffold their ability to critically 
deconstruct, challenge, and produce multimodal, digital texts. The 
study indicates that multimodal analysis and production of self-repre-
sentations can be an effective framework for developing critical media 
literacy in the classroom. The study demonstrates that students can 
compose intricate texts that are distinct from social media images when 
supported to understand the meanings behind the symbols they 
employ. It highlights specific kinds of semiotic understandings that 
must be introduced to students to enable them to approach social 
media texts analytically and critically.

1. Introduction

Society is becoming increasingly digital and multimodal given the accessibility, rapid pro-
duction, and circulation of texts by everyday users, particularly on social media. Adolescents 
are the most frequent users of social media, dedicating significant time to creating, sharing, 
and viewing images on these platforms (Bell 2019; Paxton et al. 2022). Both teachers and 
students need to learn how digital communication technologies influence the nature of 
literacy practices (Snow and Moje 2010; Vasquez et al. 2013; Mills 2016; Nagle 2018). Digital 
technology calls for knowledge of expanded multimodal grammars as well as critical ped-
agogy (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; The New London Group, 2000; Van Leeuwen 2017).
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The focus of this study was critical media literacy, specifically concerning how individuals 
construct self-representations through visual and verbal means in online contexts, such as 
social media. Self-representation concerns how individuals communicate information about 
themselves to others (Baumeister 1982). Users can create and share images on social media 
to represent themselves (Bell 2019). Young people view self-representations by celebrities 
and influencers on social media. They post images of themselves through digital networks 
connected to their offline social lives (Scholes et al. 2022). Social media feeds now display 
images of both celebrities and influencers alongside regular adolescents and their friends. 
Albers et al. (2018, p. 223) argued that images play a significant role in the digital world 
and should be subject to critical discussion.

In this research study, we explored how students could be guided in their interpretations 
of others’ depictions of themselves and in their critical construction of their personal online 
social identities (Cummins and Early 2011, Vasquez et al. 2019, p. 306) by connecting critical 
literacy practices in school to multimodal texts that are important in many students’ lives. 
The presented research included lower secondary Norwegian school teachers and their 
adolescent students (ages 13–14). The objective was to provide students with a deeper 
understanding of how multimodal texts work and might influence them and other people 
in social media spaces.

2. Critical media literacy

Digital technologies and media have changed the lives of children and youth with conse-
quences for their communication and learning. In the 21st century, language teachers need 
to prepare students for literacy demands related to information shared in digital media and 
popular culture. Critical media literacy is a progressive educational response that expands 
the notion of literacy to include different forms of mass communication, popular culture, 
and new technologies and could refer to critical analysis of the relationships between media 
and audiences, information, and power, as well as students’ alternative media production 
(Garcia et al. 2013, p. 111).

The wide variety of texts, issues, and topics that capture learners’ interests online is found 
to be relevant for critical analysis, as social media spaces are never neutral (Nagle 2018, p. 91), 
and children internalise cultural norms (Albers et al. 2018, p. 225). Nevertheless, previous 
research has shown that few teacher education programs are preparing new teachers for 
critical evaluation of various media and information sources (Foley 2017; Share and 
Mamikonyan 2020). A study of how English teachers in the United States apply critical 
media literacy to their teaching practice indicates that implementing critical approaches in 
the classroom is challenging, even for teachers who attended courses in critical media lit-
eracy. In an online survey including both elementary- and secondary-level teachers (n = 185), 
most of the respondents reported that they included various media in their lessons, but far 
fewer teachers reported that they had analysed media critically to address questions of 
power and ideology (Share and Mamikonyan 2020). Recent studies have explored how 
students could uncover the critical potential of various kinds of media texts, such as short 
films (Mantei and Kervin 2016), advertisements (Brown 2022), and pop music videos (Kelly 
and Currie 2021). In an action research-based study, Elmore and Coleman (2019) explored 
eighth-grade students’ rhetoric analysis of political memes and found that such tasks could 
support students’ critical media literacy skills. Students were able to perceive ‘them versus 
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us’ arguments, how the memes evoked pathos, and how visual elements were arranged 
strategically in the memes. Most of these empirical classroom studies conclude that media 
texts could provide an entry point for the introduction of critical media skills. However, 
teachers need to expand their understanding of what constitutes text, as well as how to 
scaffold critical approaches in the classroom.

Social media literacy differs in specific ways from other forms of media literacy. When 
media literacy is defined as the ability to access, analyse, and produce information (Cho 
et al. 2022, p. 2), to critically appraise and evaluate media content, and to consume and use 
media accordingly (Paxton et al. 2022, p. 159), social media literacy is seen as an extended 
concept with a different social function. Social media texts are particularly powerful due 
to their highly visual nature, the personalised user-targeted and commercial content, and 
the invitation for users to create their own content and receive feedback (Paxton et al. 2022, 
p. 159). The technological and semiotic affordances of information shared on social media 
also challenge conventional forms of literacy teaching. Previous research has shown that 
many teachers currently have little experience with analysing visual representations and 
struggle to uncover underlying discourses and ideologies in visual and commercial texts 
(Harste and Albers 2012; Albers et al. 2018).

Cho et al. (2022) suggested a conceptual framework for social media literacy that has 
implications for research as well as education. Within this framework, several aspects are 
mentioned, such as knowledge about the self and its relationship with social media content, 
understanding of the medium and its technological affordances, and awareness of the mul-
tiple realities and content generated through social media (Cho et al. 2022). Social media 
literacy is still a growing field of empirical investigation (Paxton et al. 2022, p. 159). In this 
study, we explored how students could build social media literacy through critical produc-
tion, and the deconstruction of multimodal self-representations.

3. Critical production of multimodal texts

Research by the New London Group argues that students should become active and critical 
designers of meaning (Cope and Kalantzis 2009, p. 175). The value of teaching students 
to produce powerful digital multimodal texts in the language classroom is well documented 
(Mills 2015; Mills and Unsworth 2018; Veum et al. 2020). Giving students the opportunity 
to produce texts that matter to them affords a sense of interest, agency, and control over 
meaning making. Former research has shown that teachers play a necessary role in guiding 
students in the digital multimodal composing process (Lim and Nguyen 2022. p. 4).

The process of designing multimodal texts can be taught in a way that demonstrates 
the importance of critical awareness because multimodal text production is connected 
to language, identity, and power (Van Leeuwen 2017, p. 10; Vasquez et al. 2019, p. 302). 
By allowing students to choose formats and semiotic resources, they can gain a better 
understanding of how texts are constructed and how text producers position themselves 
and their readers or viewers (Janks 2010, p. 156). Critical media production involves 
students creating alternative media texts that challenge dominant narratives in their social 
worlds while learning the semiotic codes of multimodal representation. By creating alter-
native texts, students might examine popular culture and the media industry and question 
hierarchies and structures of power that influence their production (Stewart et al. 2021, 
p. 109).
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The context of the present study was Norwegian lower secondary schooling. Norway 
was among the first countries in the world where digital competence was referred to as a 
core element in a national curriculum, and approaches to multimodal texts are also included 
in the curriculum (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training 2020a; Erstad and 
Silseth 2022, p. 31). However, existing Scandinavian research has demonstrated a need for 
developing educational conceptual tools to give teachers and students access to the semiotic 
repertoires to communicate meaning across an array of multimodal digital text formats 
and genres (Elf et al. 2018).

4. Research questions

Our study is guided by the following two research questions:

RQ1: How can teachers scaffold and evaluate students’ social media self-representations?

RQ2: How can students use, describe, and reflect on semiotic resources in their self- 
representations?

These questions are important given that media representations of networked youth 
embed values that are tied to the construction and selection of images and other semiotic 
resources, with textual affordances that are imbued with power (Stornaiuolo et al. 2018). 
Developing students’ understanding of everyday media uses, including the consumption 
and production of multimedia representations of self, could lead to critical awareness and 
transformation of power relations (Janks 2010; Stewart et al. 2021). The educational impli-
cations are also central because integration of digital and multimodal textual practices in 
the classroom demands teachers’ professional competencies to design for meaningful learn-
ing experiences (Lim and Nguyen 2022, p. 4).

5. The study

The current study presents findings from a two-phased project on critical media literacy 
in lower secondary school in Norway. The project followed a design-based research approach 
(Plomp 2006), aiming to develop research-based solutions to complex problems and improve 
students’ learning processes. In the first phase of the project, six teachers from three lower 
secondary schools and four researchers participated in a 1-day workshop, co-designing 
lesson plans. In the second phase, the co-designed lessons plans were implemented in 
Norwegian Language classrooms by the participating teachers. Ethical clearance for the 
study was obtained from the Norwegian Centre for Research Data. Parental consent was 
obtained for the students, and the parents received an information letter. Consent was also 
obtained from the participating teachers.

5.1. Site and participants

The data were collected in the second phase of the project, which was based on the co-de-
signed lesson plans and teaching practices that two teachers implemented in two classes 
with 43 students (13–14 years old). The teachers and students were recruited through an 
existing collaboration between university teacher education institutions and public 
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secondary schools. The teachers were selected for their special interest in developing critical 
media literacy. Since 2020, critical thinking and critical literacy have been emphasised as 
particularly important issues in the Norwegian National Curriculum for primary and sec-
ondary education (The Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training 2020b).

5.2. Teacher workshop

Prior to the workshop, the teachers received pre-training material, such as video introduc-
tions, a list of conceptual tools for multimodal analysis of images, and current examples of 
self-representations of public figures in social media that were familiar to teens. Concepts 
from the multimodal framework were provided in Norwegian, based on already existing 
translations (see, e.g. Maagerø and Tønnessen 2014). The teachers participated in a 1-day 
workshop, where teachers and researchers worked closely together. Due to covid restrictions, 
the workshop was carried out as a webinar on Zoom. First, the researchers held a PowerPoint 
presentation online, modelling multimodal analysis of self-representations from social 
media. Second, teachers worked in pairs in breakout rooms, analysing texts by using avail-
able resources from the pretraining material. The available concepts are well established 
within social semiotics and multimodal analysis (Van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001; Machin and 
Mayr 2012; Kress and van Leeuwen 2021), including salience and colour (compositional 
meaning), action and vector (representational meaning), and size of frame, angle, and gaze 
(interactional meaning). Teachers were also requested to design lesson plans spanning four 
sessions (4 × 45 minutes). Finally, the teachers shared their multimodal analysis and lesson 
plans in a common online session and received feedback from the researchers.

5.3. Lesson implementation

The co-designed lesson plan involved two stages. First, critical analysis of social media texts 
was introduced and modelled by the teachers. Second, each student produced two texts: 
(a) a self-representational image and (b) a text analysis task containing a schematic descrip-
tive analysis of the semiotic choices made and the student’s written reflections on the effects 
of these semiotic choices (see Table 1). The lesson plan included several concepts from 
social semiotics, following Kress and van Leeuwen (2021), supported by critical media 
literacy theory (Freebody and Luke 2003; Janks 2010; Janks et al. 2013). The students used 
concepts to analyse model texts from social media, applied these to their own multimodal 
designing of self-representations, and reflected on their use of these design principles.

5.4. Learning resources

The teachers designed three types of learning resources in collaboration with the researchers: 
(a) a task inviting students to create a self-representation, (b) a template for students’ mul-
timodal analysis (see Table 1), and (c) a list of key concepts for multimodal analysis. The 
task invited the students to create multimodal identity texts that could challenge dominant 
and stereotypical self-presentations in social media. Students could use various production 
technologies, digital or analogue. The restriction that students could not show their faces 
challenged them to think creatively about alternative ways of presenting their identity 
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(Stewart et al. 2021; Cho et al. 2022). There were also ethical reasons for the restriction: 
Teachers and researchers wanted to ensure that the students could produce and share their 
texts without compromising their anonymity.

The aim of the second student learning task was to provide insight into the students’ 
ability to use the new terms and concepts to describe their own images and to reflect on the 
effects of the choices made in the image production process (Janks 2010). Therefore, the 
teachers designed a template for students’ multimodal analysis (see Table 1). The analytic 
activity included two levels, inspired by the Barthesian concepts of denotation and conno-
tation (Barthes 1997; Van Leeuwen 2005). At the first level, students responded to the 
denotative question, ‘What do you see in the image?’ The students described their application 
of semiotic principles in their images, such as gaze, size of frame, and salience. At the second 
level, the students interpreted the meaning of each chosen resource by responding to the 
question, ‘What does it mean?’ Here, the students were asked to explore the connotative 
meaning potential of the semiotic resources they used in their own images (see Table 1). 
The task was not to be viewed as a complete text analysis comprising all possible elements 
of multimodal design. Rather, the task was designed to support the learners’ first multimodal 
analysis, providing useful and valuable information about the students’ abilities to under-
stand connotative and denotative meanings.

Teachers explicitly taught and modelled a small sample of key concepts accessible to the 
early adolescent students. The students learned that salience in images refers to the perceived 
importance or emphasis of something in the visual composition. The salience of the visual 
objects in an image guides our eyes, determining our reading pattern, starting with the elements 
of the highest salience and moving down the scale (Kress and van Leeuwen 2021, pp. 210–220). 
Regarding colour, students learned that especially saturation and contrast are variables that 
affect mood, perceived intensity, and salience (Kress and van Leeuwen 2021, pp. 236–251).

Teachers explained how images could express action through narrative or conceptual 
structures or a combination of the two. Narrative structures typically contain a vector – a 
line in an image that functions as a visual process. The presence of a vector gives the image 
a narrative quality (Kress and van Leeuwen 2021, pp. 55–75).

Students also learned about various ways of representing interactional meaning. Size of 
frame refers to the viewer’s perceived proximity to the subjects in an image. Students learned 
how close shots are zoomed in on a detail, medium shots show a little context, and long 

Table 1. template for students’ multimodal analysis.
oBSeRVation what do you see in 

the image/subject?
inteRPRetation: What does it 

mean?

Representation
Who or what is represented?
What happens in the photo? is there an action 

(vector)? How is it represented?

Interaction
Where is the gaze directed? (direct/indirect gaze)
What is the size of frame? (distant, medium,  

close, ultra-close)
Point of view (bird’s eye view, eye-to-eye 

perspective, worms ‘s eye view)
Compostion
Salience (depicted through bright color/large size/or central placement)
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shots place the focal participant in a wider setting. The size of frame governs how one relates 
to the object in focus and its context (Kress and van Leeuwen 2021, pp. 123–124).

Angle determines relations of power in an image. An object may be shown from the front, 
the side, behind, above (bird’s-eye view), or below (worm’s-eye view). Horizontal angle deter-
mines to what extent we feel as if we engage with the object or person. Vertical angle deter-
mines the extent to which a person or thing appears to be powerful. Objects viewed from 
below tend to be perceived as more powerful (Kress and van Leeuwen 2021, pp. 133–140).

The students were taught how the type of gaze influences the feeling of involvement in 
an image. If the image directly addresses the observer, it functions as a demand. If the image 
simply displays something for the observer to see, it functions as an offer (Kress and van 
Leeuwen 2021, pp. 115–121).

6. Data collection and analysis

Two categories of qualitative data sets were collected: teacher interviews and student-created 
texts with multimodal analysis. Each data set is matched with the research question they 
are used to address. Table 2 provides an overview.

6.1. Semi-Structured interview with teachers

A 25-minute semi-structured interview with two teachers from the same school was con-
ducted shortly after the lesson implementation. The interview protocol included questions 
such as, ‘Could you describe the lesson plan that you used in your classroom that was based 
on the workshop?’, ‘In what way do you believe that your approach contributes, or does not 
contribute, to strengthening the students’ critical approach to text?’, and ‘What could you 
share with other teachers who will be working with self-representation and visual analysis 
in the classroom?’

The teacher interviews were transcribed and translated into English for analysis in 
NVivo 12. Thematic analysis was used to systematically identify, organise, and describe 
the themes and patterns in the teacher interviews about their application of critical literacy 
and multimodal semiotics in their text analysis work with the students (Guest et al. 2012). 
Inductive coding broadly separated the teachers’ recounting of the research task (the lesson 
plan activities and assignment) from teachers’ perceptions related to critical literacy ped-
agogy (Freebody and Luke 2003; Janks 2010; Janks et al. 2013). Deductive coding also 
involved grouping the teachers’ reflections on the concepts of denotation and connotation 
(Barthes 1997; Van Leeuwen 2005). Table 3 provides example themes informing the analysis 
of teachers’ multimodal and critical literacy pedagogy.

Table 2. data matched to research questions.
Research question RQ1 RQ2

Stage in lesson implementation 1 2
content of lesson teachers introduced self-representations 

of influencers posted on social media, 
and taught conceptual tools for 
multimodal analysis

Students produced their own self-
representations and applied 
conceptual tools in multimodal 
analysis

data Semi-structured interview with teachers 
(n = 2)

two class sets of student-created 
self-representations with analysis 
(n = 43)
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6.2. Student self-representations and schematic analysis

The student data informing the second research question aimed to understand the students’ 
application of multimodal and critical text analysis to their self-representations. Year 8 
school students each created a self-representational image (n = 43) and then completed a 
schematic descriptive analysis of their semiotic choices. The students’ written responses 
were translated into English and thematically analysed by the researchers using NVivo 12 
software. Deductive thematic coding was informed by Kress and van Leeuwen (2021) visual 
design elements (e.g. theme, gaze, vectors, visual salience) to analyse the students’ applica-
tion of multimodal and critical literacy concepts in their written reflections about their 
self-representational images. The codes applied to the students’ texts were not inductively 
derived because the students were provided with the multimodal categories to systematically 
scaffold the text analysis task. For each category, students could include a denotative and 
connotative response (see Table 4).

7. Findings

The findings are presented in two sections that are matched to the research questions. In 
the first section, we present findings regarding how teachers can scaffold and evaluate 

Table 3. themes informing the analysis of teachers’ multimodal and critical literacy pedagogy.
Theme: Research task implementation
Sample codes Sample of teacher responses
description of lesson plans & implementation We talked about what they might want to portray, what 

is omitted, what is acceptable and what is not.
Feedback & suggested improvements I think what worked well was that the research team 

provided us with an idea for an assignment that we 
then developed further and adapted and made into a 
concrete assignment.

Theme: Critical literacy
Sample codes Sample of teacher responses
teachers found the use of modelling and explicit text analysis 

as helpful for learners.
I think that modelling is important for us as well. I think 

the students need to see that we are doing the 
analysis together and that we show them how new 
technical terms are used.

teachers’ use of real-life information texts (e.g. social media, 
instagram) engaged the students and connected with 
their digital experiences.

It was a very engaging lesson and the students really 
enjoyed revealing what was behind the pictures: The 
students were also highly engaged and motivated.

teacher use of popular culture was relevant to student 
life-worlds.

Doing an analysis with pictures they recognise from 
their own world. I think it was a huge success.

teachers distinguished between denotation as seeing vs 
connotation as interpreting, to extend students’ analysis 
beyond the surface features of texts.

They could say whatever came to mind and were 
instructed not to interpret too much, but try to break 
things down. To first observe and interpret 
afterwards.

teachers reflected on students’ growing awareness of the 
need for critical analysis.

I think the introductory lesson made them a lot more 
aware. We talked about how the products that 
Vegard Harm uses are placed in the picture. It may 
have been that context perhaps, the influence of 
advertising, that made them observant, and they 
began to talk a lot about it using other examples.

teachers observed that students of all learning abilities 
engaged with critical literacy

All I saw was engaged girls and boys, both strong and 
weak students, there was no difference really. The 
entire group responded really well.
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students’ social media self-representations (RQ1). In the second section, we present findings 
of how students used, described, and reflected on semiotic resources in their self-represen-
tations (RQ2).

7.1. Scaffolding and evaluating students’ social media self-representations

The first stage of the scaffolding was to introduce texts from social media and explain to 
students how these texts are relevant to classroom activities. Analysis of the interviews 
identified that the teachers, Johanna and Linda (pseudonyms), were initially unfamiliar 
with the use of social media texts in the classroom, but the workshop inspired them to 
discuss examples of social media self-representations in class. One teacher analysed 
Instagram images of male and female soldiers in the Norwegian Armed Forces. The other 

Table 4. Multimodal semiotic themes applied to students’ critical self-representations.
theme Sample codes Sample students responses

Who or what is represented? action A person boxing in a boxing ring.
Participants You see a person boxing. The person is wearing a 

boxing helmet, boxing gloves and boxing 
shoes.

gaze

demand He does not look at the camera. Not demanding 
eye contact.

no demand He looks away from the camera and onto the 
horizon which means that it is not a 
demanding picture.

transactional His gaze is turned towards the opponent.
Size of frame

close-up The section is close and the perspective is an eye to 
eye perspective.

Medium The section is aimed at medium height, to get the 
effect that the girl is not aware that she is being 
photographed.

Long The picture is total since you see the legs and the 
head.

angle

eye-to-eye perspective It is an eye-to-eye perspective to get the feeling 
that it is another human being who takes the 
picture of the girl.

Bird’s eye view That a lot is important to me. That I like to be high 
up, in the mountains and in trees.

Visual salience

colour (purposeful use) Green, light colors in the background. Bright colors 
may mean joy.

Placement: margin/ centre, 
given/new

I emphasize myself by putting myself in the middle 
of the picture.

Size The picture shows in a way what is important for 
the person blowing the bubble …different sizes 
according to what governs most for the person. 
What is bigger means more and are the strong 
values and attitudes, and what is smaller 
means less for the person.

Vector Most of the lines in the image are vertical or 
horizontal which calms the mood of the image.
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considered Norwegian pop stars’ construction of identity on Instagram. After the lesson 
implementation, the teachers saw the importance of including analysis of real-life, recog-
nisable content such as ‘informal’ images or popular social media texts in the classroom: 
Johanna explained, ‘After all, we’re used to talking about complex texts in Norwegian class, 
but examining social media instead, like we did here, is a good idea in my opinion…. I 
think it’s incredibly important to dare teach about this at school and to analyse it.’ Linda 
concluded that social media texts engaged her students: ‘Doing an analysis with pictures 
they recognise from their own world. I think it was a huge success.’

7.1.1. Modelling multimodal Text analysis
The teachers found it difficult to explain to their students the concept that reality can be 
constructed through visuals and that images are not neutral (Albers et al. 2018, p. 223; Janks 
et al. 2013, p. 63). Some students were sceptical that social media influencers critically 
consider the construction of their social media identities using the kinds of techniques 
taught in class and were initially overwhelmed by the approach to multimodal analysis. 
Multimodal concepts were, therefore, introduced step by step, and text analysis was mod-
elled explicitly in class. Linda found this modelling to be crucial: ‘I think the students need 
to see that we are doing the analysis together, and they need us to demonstrate how new 
technical terms are used.’

The teachers started by focusing on the students’ awareness of how the construction of 
visual communication is motivated. Several familiar texts from the students’ digital lives 
were shown in class, and the teachers let their students first make their own textual obser-
vations. Johanna explained how she introduced her lesson using two popular Instagram 
profiles, interpreting the authors’ intended meanings in the words and images.

Based on instructions in the workshop, the teachers then modelled the multimodal 
analysis on two levels, description (denotation) and interpretation (connotation) (Barthes 
1997). The teachers determined that simplification of the concepts was necessary. Johanna 
concluded: ‘After all, the most important thing is not for the students to be able to use those 
specific terms but that they understand the advantage of talking about what you see before 
interpreting it, or before you start trying to figure out what it means’.

7.1.2. Scaffolding critical approaches to social media
The most engaging part of the lesson was, according to these teachers, when students took 
part in critical literacy discussions in class. The teachers found that conceptual tools from 
social semiotics were helpful but had to be followed by strategic questions to guide the 
students in the critical analysis. By being introduced to examples of texts posted by influ-
encers and celebrities that the students know from social media, the students also became 
aware of commercial interests of social media texts producers. Linda explained, ‘I think the 
introductory lesson made them a lot more aware. We also talked about how the products 
that Vegard Harm uses are placed in the picture. It may have been that context perhaps, the 
influence of advertising, that actually made them observant, and they began to talk a lot 
about it using other examples.’ Both teachers believed that the lesson plan they designed in 
cooperation with the researchers could prepare the students for critical engagement on 
social media platforms. Linda emphasised, ‘After all, a lot of social media has an age limit 
of 13, but most young people have an account in these channels before they turn 13, 
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unfortunately. So, we need to keep up with reality and make them aware of this. So that 
they’ll be prepared when they open an account or if they already have one.’ Both teachers 
concluded that they had mostly positive experiences with including social media texts in 
their teaching. However, they emphasised that students and classes differ, and lesson plans 
as well as forms of scaffolding must be flexible.

7.2. Semiotic resources in students’ self-representations

The images produced by the students were materially different. Some of the students made 
drawings or painted, and many took photographs. Several also used images they found 
online, both photographic and non-photographic. Many students also used a combination 
of several types of material. Despite using different production technologies (Kress and van 
Leeuwen 2021), the students all handed in their images digitally. The data set therefore 
consists of digital images, but some of them involved drawing, painting, or photography in 
the production phase. The student texts were coded according to how they represented the 
following themes: participants (characters or objects), gaze, size of frame, angle, highlight/
salience, and vector. All of these themes were represented in the student texts that make up 
the present material. We found that there was great variation when it came to how many 
of the themes were represented in each text and to what extent and how thoroughly the 
students commented on each of them in their own analyses. In the following, we shall 
comment on the use of these themes in three example texts, and these are examples of best 
practice in these classrooms. The reason we focus on three examples that were regarded as 
good by the teachers and researchers is that they together provide examples of all the themes 
and usages we observed in the material as a whole and, thus, can serve to shed light on what 
can be achieved by working with a classroom task such as this.

7.2.1. Student texts
The task invited the students to extend their range of semiotic resources (Janks 2010, 
p. 156). Although our systematic analysis and NVivo coding spanned all 43 student self--
representations, we will in this article refer to a sample of three students’ texts that are 
representative of the themes that the students’ addressed in their scaffolded multimodal 
analysis. The three texts also represent the varied media selected by the students –  drawings, 
collages, and photographs – and are illustrative of the range of semiotic resources applied 
by the students.

7.2.1.1. Text 1: A bubble of icons. This image (Figure 1) shows a person with long, blonde 
hair blowing a pink bubble. Inside the bubble are eight different icons resembling a 
horseshoe, a leaf, a palette and paintbrush, a necklace, a family, a heart, a mandala, and 
some musical notes. The icons are drawn in grey pencil, while the rest of the image seems 
to be composed using colour pencils and watercolour.

7.2.1.2. Text 2: Emojis, logos, and clip art. This image (Figure 2) is a collage of digital 
elements that have been printed and cut out, assembled physically, and then photographed. 
There are two emojis: One is a face with the mouth taped shut by two pieces of tape that 
form a cross, and the other is a face that makes a ‘hush’ gesture with an index finger over 



12 A. VEUM ET AL.

the mouth. There are three recognisable logos: the logos of the franchises DC comics, 
Marvel, and Harry Potter. Although DC and Marvel were originally comic book publishers 
and Harry Potter was originally a character in the book series by J. K. Rowling, all three 
logos also represent successful franchises connected to blockbuster movies. The image 
also contains other visual elements: There is a stack of books and a pen, and another stack 
of books with a ‘bookworm’ – a worm wearing glasses – on top.

7.2.1.3. Text 3: A jumping person. This photograph (Figure 3), of a person jumping, is 
taken slightly from below and against the light so that the person becomes a silhouette. 
The entire body is visible and looks to be caught mid-leap, swaying the back, and reaching 
behind with both arms and legs, toes pointed as in a ballet pose. The background is a blue 
sky with white clouds.

7.2.2. Salience
In the students’ texts, we see variations in what they chose to make salient: It is not always 
a representation of their physical self but often something that symbolises them in some 
way. Salience is determined by several variables, such as size, placement, and colour.

In Texts 1 and 2, there are several objects depicted, and salience is determined by the 
size and placement of each element. In Text 3, only one object is depicted – the jumping 
body – made salient due to centralised position and contrast. In Texts 1 and 2, both size 
and placement determine salience, making the bubble most salient in Text 1 and the largest 
emoji placed top left the most salient feature in Text 2.

Figure 1. Student text 1.
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In their response to the text analysis task, the students show awareness of how salience 
is created in the images and of the meaning potential of the most salient element. For Text 1, 
the student said, ‘The bubble is the focus’, and for Text 2, ‘One of the emojis is huge; the 
largest item in the picture and it’s at the top…. Light and dark colours emphasize the ele-
ments.’ In Text  3, the student described the following: ‘The person is very emphasized 
because the background is bright and neutral, and the person is dark. The person also takes 
up a lot of space in the image and is centred in the image.’

Some of the students also showed awareness of the connotative level of salience. For 
example, Student 1 said that ‘the bubble gum bubble is a sign that means nothing lasts 
forever (the things inside the bubble can change).’ In other words, the student noted that 
the things in life that one values are in a state of flux and can change over time, like a bubble 
that serves as a metaphor for temporality.

7.2.3. Size of frame
The students used size of frame in their images to focus on items or activities, to give salience 
to various features, and to establish context. Texts 1 and 3 appear as opposites: The first is 
a close-up, and the latter a long shot. In Text 1, the viewer appears to be close to the bubble 

Figure 2. Student text 2.
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and the head but a little distance away from each icon contained within the bubble. This 
creates an interesting effect where we are simultaneously close to the person’s values and 
looking at them from a distance. In Text 3, the movement of the body is as if it is suspended 
in mid-air but seen from a distance. The student emphasised in their response that the 
image shows ‘physical activity (something which I love).’ Student 1 said that the close-up 
can ‘maybe feel like one gets a little closer to the person and start to think about what they’re 
thinking of.’

In Text 2, we see all the elements in full perspective, so there is no perceived closeness 
to them, yet the student discerned in their written analysis that the shot is a close-up. This 
may be because the most salient feature in the image is an emoji, which could be described 
as a close-up of a face. The student elaborated, ‘The [size of frame] gives a clear overview 
of my interests and hobbies and tells something about me in a discreet way.’ This quote 
shows awareness of the effects of size of frame.

7.2.4. Angle
The students used angles in their texts to determine power relations and mood. Both Texts 
1 and 2 show a neutral angle. A neutral angle puts the viewer on an equal level with the 
person or object depicted. The image in Text 3 is taken from a slightly low angle, giving the 
impression that the depicted person is free and powerful.

In Text 1, the student says the angle creates closeness and identification between the 
viewer and the objects. Both Texts 1 and 2 are photographs taken of a physical image that 
is lying on a worktop, so in one sense, both images also employ the bird’s-eye angle, and 
the effect of this may be a centring of the techniques used (drawing/painting in Text 1 and 
collage in Text 2). It can also function as an over-the-shoulder angle (Unsworth 2013), as 
we see the finished image from the creator’s point of view as they take the picture.

Figure 3. Student text 3.
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7.2.5. Colour
The students mainly used colour as naturalistic representations of the world, but also to 
influence mood. Text 1 uses pastel hues, and the main colour is the soft pink of the bubble. 
The use of pastel colours creates associations with the soft, the quiet, and the unintrusive. 
Text 2 uses saturated hues that create a less naturalistic representation. This use of colour 
could be seen as contrasting what the student says about ‘telling a little about myself in a 
discreet way’ but may also be the student’s way of representing themselves in very generic 
terms. The student wrote, ‘The emojis show that I can keep secrets, but also that I don’t like 
to disclose too much about myself unless I really trust the person.’

Text 3 uses bright light in the background to reduce the colour in the image, creating 
contrast, because the subject almost becomes a silhouette. The background is a naturalis-
tically represented sky, and the student lists this as something that is important to her: ‘a 
beautiful sky (something I love taking photos of).’ Many of the students recognise their own 
use of contrast, and most interpret it as a way of creating salience.

7.2.6. Gaze
In many of the students’ images, the represented participants do not address the viewer 
directly, such as in Text 1, where the person has closed eyes, and in Text 3, where the person’s 
face is obscured by shadow. In Text 1, the student writes that the closed eyes may indicate 
that the person ‘is relaxed or thinking (thinking about what is in the bubble).’ In Text 3, the 
student wrote that the gaze is directed at the camera, but that this is obscured by shadow, 
and said that ‘the head is directed towards the camera, so this might mean that the person 
wants the viewer to look them in the eyes, but at the same time not, you can’t see them 
properly.’

In Text 2, there are three instances of direct gaze from the two emojis and the bookworm 
depicted. These directly address the viewer and demand interaction. Student 2 commented 
on the direct gaze and said this shows awareness that they are being looked at.

7.2.7. Action (vector)
The data set contains both conceptual and narrative structures. In Text 1, the action depicted 
is blowing a bubble. The image is conceptual, communicating the important values of the 
student. They commented that ‘the eyes are closed, but the head is tilted upwards,’ which 
shows awareness of the fact that gaze can also create vectors. Text 2 can best be described 
as a conceptual image, with no overarching narrative. The student pointed out the local 
vectors created by the hushing finger across the mouth of one of the emojis and the book-
worm’s climb onto the stack of books. Text 3 has a clear narrative structure, as the person’s 
body creates a vector, which gives the impression of movement. Movement is greatly empha-
sised in the student’s text analysis, which calls the action ‘jumping’, ‘being active’, ‘moving’, 
and ‘dancing’.

8. Discussion

In this study, we have explored how teachers could implement critical media literacy in the 
classroom to deepen students’ understanding of the power of multimodal texts shared in 



16 A. VEUM ET AL.

social media. We were guided by the research questions on how teachers can scaffold and 
evaluate students’ social media self-representations (RQ1) and how students can use, 
describe, and reflect on semiotic resources in their self-representations (RQ2). In response 
to the first question, we found that a high level of scaffolding is needed when students 
approach social media texts analytically and critically. By using strategic questions regarding 
the explicit and implicit agenda behind the text (Mills 2015, pp. 178–179), the teachers 
activated students’ prior experiences with social media texts and integrated new knowledge 
of critical media literacy and multimodal analysis. This form of scaffolding supported stu-
dents’ literacy engagement (Cummins and Early 2011, pp. 35–36). The teachers experienced 
that their students mostly engaged in class discussions of visual communication in 
Instagram texts.

However, some students doubted the strategic and motivated nature of semiotic choices 
in visual communication. This finding underlines the importance of including social media 
texts in critical literacy work because such texts are powerful but still often regarded as 
natural and unimportant (Nagle 2018; Cho et al. 2022; Paxton et al. 2022). In this study, 
students were introduced to a framework of concepts from social semiotics, and they were 
encouraged to do multimodal analysis of self-representations in social media, as well as of 
their own texts. The teachers experienced that well-supported simplification of the concepts 
was crucial to success when using multimodal metalanguage to increase students’ critical 
awareness of meaning. By modifying the concepts, the teacher made the input more com-
prehensible to the students in the construction of their own identity texts (Cummins and 
Early 2011, p. 35).

In response to the second question, our findings suggests that students can create varied 
and complex texts that differ from social media images and that they are often aware of the 
meaning potential of the semiotic resources they use. The analysis of students’ own self--
representations demonstrates that students were able to use a variety of semiotic resources 
in deliberate ways to design a multimodal representation of themselves (Bezemer and Kress 
2010; Mills 2015). The students’ texts were communicative, relatable, and strategic in the 
sense that they used the visual tools afforded by the production materials to construct rich 
texts that are possible to interpret. The fact that the artefacts we examined were so varied 
indicates both creativity and multimodal literacy.

The student-created self-representations are different from those we are accustomed to 
seeing on social media. Self-representations in social media typically involve a selfie, a visual 
genre that evolved with the introduction of the smartphone (Rettberg 2014; Veum and 
Undrum 2018). Asking the students to distance themselves from this convention encouraged 
them to use varied media formats, employing production techniques other than photog-
raphy, such as drawing/painting and collage.

The students chose to represent themselves through references to values, such as family 
and nature, and personality traits, such as being shy and being active, rather than just how 
they look or what they do. They focused on what Van Leeuwen calls individual identity, 
which typically involves a person’s uniqueness and inward qualities, rather than their socially 
constructed identity (Van Leeuwen, 2021, pp. 11–18). Guiding students to create represen-
tations that differ from those they have seen on social media can introduce alternative ways 
of constructing identity and make them aware of what effects different ways of constructing 
identity can have (Cummins and Early 2011; Cho et  al. 2022). Our analyses show that 
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students can achieve a certain level of understanding of their own strategies, something 
that may eventually lead to transformation and lasting change in how students understand 
texts and text production (Janks 2010). Our starting point for creating the students’ text 
analysis activity was Barthes (1997) terms denotation and connotation. This separation of 
a sign’s surface meaning from its cultural and associated meanings proved fruitful, as it 
enabled students to delve deeper into their self-representations and look for meaning 
potential.

9. Conclusion

This study has addressed how students can build critical media literacy through analysis 
and production of self-representations. The findings have implications for both educational 
practice and research in critical media literacy. The study supports former research in 
emphasising how technological and semiotic affordances of social media information chal-
lenge the conventional forms of literacy teaching (Cho et al. 2022; Paxton et al. 2022). In 
our study, we found that the teachers were not familiar with implementing multimodal 
social media texts in their teaching and that their students doubted that visual communi-
cation is motivated. This finding corresponds with earlier findings that indicate a need for 
expanding teachers’ and students’ understandings of what constitutes text and how to decon-
struct visual and multimodal texts in the classroom (Harste and Albers 2012; Mantei and 
Kervin 2016; Albers et al. 2018). Our study also underlines earlier findings that have doc-
umented that it is challenging for teachers to implement critical approaches to media texts 
in their teaching, especially when it comes to addressing questions of power and ideology 
(Share and Mamikonyan 2020).

We found that the cyclical process of analysing texts, creating one’s own texts, and then 
analysing one’s own creation (Janks 2010, p. 183) proved a productive framework. By ana-
lysing and creating self-representations, students had the opportunity to reflect on their 
semiotic choices as critical agents (Pandya and Ávila 2014, p. xxi; Mills 2015, p. 179). 
Previous research has demonstrated a need for development of semiotic conceptual tools 
in Scandinavian schools (Elf et al. 2018). Because our findings suggest that students can 
put analytic terms to good use in a relatively short time, this can inspire teachers to introduce 
more advanced metalanguage for critical multimodal analysis of media texts (Elf et  al. 
2018, p. 96).

In this study, we took up the challenge of previous research indicating that professional 
development is crucial to support teachers’ competencies to design for meaningful learning 
experiences using social media texts (Stewart et al. 2021; Lim and Nguyen 2022), providing 
an exemplar for supporting both teachers’ and students’ critical media literacy from a 
multimodal perspective. The study contributes to the growing literature on critical and 
social media literacy (Nagle 2018; Cho et  al. 2022; Paxton et  al. 2022) by providing a 
framework for developing adolescents’ awareness of how they and others represent them-
selves on social media. More research on applications of critical media literacy is needed. 
One key is to give students the multimodal analytical tools and critical awareness of various 
kinds of media texts to support the popular everyday literacy practices of adolescents in 
a digital age.
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