Constructing Social Identities through Multimodal Artwork: The Case of L2 Learners
This proposal outlines a study in collaboration with Dr. Hsiao-Chin Kuo and graduate student Sanela Sprecic. The purpose of this study is to explore and understand English language learners’ (ELs) multimodal works in classroom assignments that celebrate their home countries. 
Literature Review
Social Identity and L2 Learners
Social identity is “fragmented and contested in nature” (Block, 2007, p. 864), not permanent or detached from the social context. Few studies have investigated how learners construct their identities in the classroom (Day, 2002; Norton & Toohey, 2001, Sanchez, 2007). Norton and Toohey (2001) and Day (2002) described how a Polish and a Punjabi-speaking kindergartner used identities to gain access to English. Sanchez (2007) investigated Mexican-American girls who wrote and illustrated a bilingual children’s book depicting their transnational lives to validate their culture. While many studies investigated second language (L2) learners’ identities, research that examines the construction of identities through art does not abound.
Multimodality and L2 Learner Identity
Drawing from social semiotic traditions, multimodality refers to the notion that meanings are constructed, understood, and communicated through multiple representations, including words, images, artworks, and so on (Jewitt, 2008; Kress, 2010). Hornberger (2007) discussed multilingual youth and adult speakers’ biliteracy practices in multimodality and their identity construction. However, the analysis of the multimodal works was somewhat shallow. Tardy (2005) examined the multimodal presentations, mainly verbal and visual, performed by four international graduate students in a writing class. She found that, with the visual components, these L2 learners formed their “disciplinary selves” (p. 327) with expressions of individuality, and were more willing to take risks. Other similar studies were conducted at the college level (e.g., Shin & Cimasko, 2008; Warschauer, 2000), yet studies in the K-12 classroom context remain scarce.
The above review of literature pinpoints the need for studying L2 learners’ identity construction through multimodality in the K-12 setting, which is the area to which this study will contribute. The purpose of this study is to explore and understand L2 learners’ multimodal works, guided by the following research questions:
(1) How are meanings constructed through students’ multimodal works?
(2) What features can be identified in their multimodal works?
(3) How do L2 learners construct their multimodal works, and how do they unpack, analyze, and interpret their own works?
(4) What pedagogical applications can be drawn by analyzing students’ multimodal works?
Methodology
According to Mackey and Gass (2015), case studies “aim to provide a holistic description of language learning or use within a specific population [ELLs in the present study] and setting [a Midwestern sub-urban middle school in this study]” (p. 222). The prospective participants’ teacher, an immigrant herself, believes students’ home countries, languages, and cultures should be celebrated in the classroom and her assignments mirror that belief.
Data Sources
The data will be multimodal works in class projects which will be produced by approximately 30 ELLs at Crestwood Middle School from variety of cultural and linguistic backgrounds. The researchers will collect one to three artworks created by the participating students. The class projects will encourage students to write and create artworks about their native countries, such as postcards, posters, collages, drawings, and so on. The main objective of these projects is to celebrate students’ home countries, cultures, and native languages. One example of a class project the current ESL teachers has used before is called Wonders of Our Native Countries, in which students read a book about wonders of the world and then create an artwork portraying a wonder of students’ home countries. Students then write a short description of the wonder and why it is important for them. In addition to the multimodal works collected from students, approximately 10 students will be selected for interviews to understand the process undertaken to create their multimodal works as well as how they unpack, analyze, and interpret their own multimodal work.
Visual Analysis
To unpack meanings and visual compositions of students’ multimodal works, analysis will be conducted with the following emphases:
Thematic elements. Emerging themes will be captured by reading students’ narrations and viewing across their drawings (Riessman, 2008).
Visual space. The value of meanings embedded in students’ multimodal works will be examined based on three dimensions: centre vs. margin, top (ideal) vs. bottom (real), and left (given) and right (new) (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 208).
Gaze. The human figures presented in students’ multimodal works will be examined by the angle of their gaze. For example, a horizontal angle can be “frontal, confronting us directly and unavoidably with what is represented, involving us with what is represented, or profile, making us see it from the sidelines, as it were, in a more detached way” (Van Leeuwen, 1999, p.13).
Two of the researchers will conduct the visual analysis using the above framework separately and then compare and contrast findings and discuss any possible disagreements in the visual analyses of the artworks to ensure that the findings are valid and reliable. Interrater reliability (measured in percent agreement) will be measured and reported in the results of the study. 

Interview analysis


The analysis of the interviews will be grounded in Sociocultural Theory, and most specifically, the focus of the analysis will be concerned with “studying how L2 learners are situated in specific social, historical, and cultural contexts and how learners resist or accept the

positions those contexts offer them” (Norton & Toohey, 2001, p. 310). 
The interviews will be audio recorded and then transcribed. Two of the researchers will conduct separate analyses of the interviews and then compare and contrast findings in order to, once again, ensure that the results are valid and reliable. Interrater reliability will be calculated using percent agreement and reported in the findings. Baralt’s (2012) guidelines to code qualitative data will be used, and more specifically, in vivo coding will be applied to the analysis of the interview data. In vivo codes, according to the author, arise from the data and are not assigned by the researcher. The researchers will read the transcripts for the first time and think about how the data can be coded. Then they will read the transcripts again and highlight passages that seem to be related to the same code, that is, that represent a concept shown in the data (Baralt, 2012). The researchers will read the transcripts again and refine the codes as needed.
Triangulation of the data


After analyzing the artworks and the interviews, the researchers will compare and contrast the findings of the participants who were interviewed with the analysis of their artworks.
Anticipated outcomes
Facing challenges of new life and new language, many ELLs are often treated from a deficient view, which emphasizes the “limitations or shortcomings in individuals, families, and cultures” (Valencia, 1997, p. 7). The application of multimodality gives voices and agency to these learners to transform that deficient image into new selves by foregrounding their strengths. For example, Tardy (2005) found that multimodality creates space for L2 learners to be willing to take more risks and to form their literacy crafts. Thus, it is imperative that both language and content teachers are cultivated with knowledge of multimodal literacy in order to build their instruction on students’ strengths, such as those indicated in Tardy (2005). Findings through this research project will contribute to the ESL graduate certificate program and Literacy Studies Programs in two ways. One is to integrate the findings related to second language identity formation and transformation to existing courses. The other is to develop innovative teacher education courses and professional learning opportunities which address approaches and critical issues related to new literacies and multimodality and their applications in language, literacy, and content teaching. These innovative courses have further significance in two aspects: (1) the knowledge, skills, and strategies taught in these courses are important for students in the 21st century, which emphasizes the ability to create and unpack visual, multimodal meaning in both print-base as well as visual and digital texts; (2) these courses have the potential to develop into a graduate certificate program in new literacies, which will attract more graduate students who are interested in this area.

Another important outcome is that, through this research project, multiple pieces of scholarship will be produced. At nation-level and international conferences, such as TESOL, Literacy Research Association (LRA), American Educational Research Association, and International Literacy Association Annual Meetings, presentations of this research project will generate critical and insightful conversations among scholars and teacher educators on relevant issues. Moreover, manuscripts through this research project will be submitted to highly regarded journals, such as TESOL quarterly and Literacy Research Association Yearbook, and will further the research and knowledge generated through this project.

Plans for continuing research


The research team is currently working on revisions to the HSIRB application for the research project. The next steps include, but are not limited to: 1) Recruitment of participants at Crestwood Middle School; 2) Translation of consent forms into parents’ and students’ native languages; 3) Distribution and collection of consent forms to parents and students; 4) Collection of multimodal works; 5) Recruitment of participants for interviews; 6) Data analysis; 7) Writing abstracts for conference presentations; and 8) Writing manuscripts to be submitted to journals. All of these steps are expected to begin on April 15, 2016, and be completed by April 14, 2017.
Budget
(Omitted)  
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Notes

1 Common native languages at Crestwood Middle School include Swahili, Nepali, Karen, Vietnamese, Tamil, Kinyarwanda, Chin Hakha, Farsi, among others.
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