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Cheryl Ball and Collin Charlton’s statement that “all writing is multimodal” challenges the common
assumption that writing consists only of words arranged in sentences. Every text communicates
through several interacting resources, including language, typography, visual design, spatial
arrangement, sound, gesture, and the material or digital technology through which it reaches an
audience. Even a conventional academic essay is shaped by margins, headings, paragraph breaks,
citation style, font, page numbers, quotation formatting, and other design choices that influence how
readers navigate and interpret the argument. Digital media expands the available combinations
through video, animation, hyperlinks, audio, and interaction, but it does not create multimodality from
nothing. Ball and Charlton’s claim is best understood as a reminder that writers design
communicative experiences for particular audiences, purposes, technologies, and genres. This
perspective connects with Andrea Lunsford’s view of writing as performative and with genre theory’s
emphasis on writing as a response to recurring social situations. Multimodal awareness therefore
helps writers make more deliberate, ethical, accessible, and rhetorically effective choices across
academic, professional, civic, and creative contexts (Ball and Charlton 42–43).

Modes, Affordances, and the Design of Meaning
A mode is a socially recognized resource for making meaning. Linguistic mode includes vocabulary,
grammar, tone, sentence structure, and verbal organization. Visual mode includes image, color,
contrast, typography, line, and scale. Spatial mode concerns arrangement, proximity, white space,
sequence, and navigation. Aural mode includes voice, music, silence, rhythm, and volume, while
gestural mode includes posture, movement, facial expression, and embodied interaction. These
resources do not simply operate beside one another as separate channels. Their relationship affects
interpretation. A bold heading changes the emphasis of the words beneath it; music can make spoken
language feel urgent or reflective; an image placed beside a paragraph can function as evidence,
decoration, or commentary depending on context. The key question is therefore not whether a text
contains multiple modes—it almost always does—but how effectively those modes work together.
Multimodal writing becomes disciplined design when each element is chosen because it contributes
meaning rather than because it looks modern or technically impressive (Ball and Charlton 42–43;
Bezemer and Kress).

Different modes also have different affordances and limitations. A still image can display spatial
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relationships immediately but may be weak at showing sequence, causation, or uncertainty. Audio
can communicate accent, emphasis, pace, emotion, and identity, yet listeners cannot scan it as
quickly as a page of text without a transcript. Video combines movement and sound but requires
time, bandwidth, and sustained visual attention. Written language is especially useful for detailed
qualification, citation, and complex reasoning, although it can demand significant reading effort. Good
design begins by matching these affordances to purpose. A chart may communicate a numerical
comparison more efficiently than a paragraph, while a paragraph may explain why the comparison
matters and identify limitations that the chart cannot show. Multimodality is therefore not an
argument for replacing writing with media. It is an argument for understanding what each mode
makes possible and where another mode may be needed to support it (Ball and Charlton 42–43).

Why Traditional Writing Is Already Multimodal
A printed research paper may appear primarily linguistic, but readers interpret much more than its
sentences. Titles establish hierarchy, paragraph breaks divide conceptual units, indented quotations
signal another voice, citation formats identify scholarly conventions, and page layout helps readers
judge professionalism and locate information. White space can make a page readable or
overwhelming, while inconsistent headings can make a sound argument feel disorganized. Calling the
research essay multimodal does not mean that visual design should outweigh evidence. It means that
evidence is encountered through formal and material choices that influence access and
interpretation. This insight also explains why multimodality predates digital media. Posters, maps,
illustrated books, museum displays, stage performances, handwritten letters, and religious
manuscripts have long combined words, image, arrangement, material form, and sometimes
embodied performance. Ancient inscriptions used architecture and public location as part of meaning,
while oral traditions combined language, rhythm, voice, and gesture. Digital technologies change the
speed, scale, and flexibility of multimodal composition, but they extend practices that have existed
throughout human communication (Ball and Charlton 42–43; Bezemer and Kress).

The New London Group’s concept of multiliteracies expanded this point by arguing that
communication in culturally and technologically diverse societies cannot be reduced to one
standardized model of print literacy. Writers and readers encounter visual, audio, gestural, spatial,
and linguistic resources across communities and media. This does not imply that every mode is
equally suitable for every purpose or that traditional literacy no longer matters. Instead, it requires
greater awareness of how meaning changes when audiences, technologies, languages, and cultural
conventions change. A scientific article, public-health poster, podcast, policy brief, and social-media
post may address related information but require very different combinations of evidence, tone,
design, and navigation. Effective communication depends on understanding those differences rather
than assuming that content can simply be poured unchanged from one container into another (New
London Group 60–92).
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Writing as Performance, Genre, and Rhetorical
Action
Andrea Lunsford’s description of writing as performative emphasizes that texts do things in the world.
A legal brief asks a court to decide, a complaint demands response, a résumé performs professional
identity, a laboratory report makes a result available for scrutiny, and a personal statement presents
readiness to an admissions audience. Writing is therefore an action shaped by audience expectations,
timing, evidence, genre, and delivery. Performance does not mean that writing is false or theatrical. It
means that writers choose how to present themselves and their claims in ways designed to produce
particular effects. Multimodal design contributes to that performance. Typography, organization,
image choice, citation, tone, and platform influence how credibility is established and how easily the
audience can act on the message. A polished layout cannot make weak evidence true, but confusing
or inaccessible design can prevent strong evidence from being understood. Rhetorical effectiveness
therefore requires alignment between content, form, and purpose (Lunsford).

Genre provides another way to understand this alignment. Genres such as résumés, scientific articles,
obituaries, memos, sermons, policy briefs, and video tutorials are recognizable because communities
have developed expectations about what they contain and how they are organized. These
expectations help writers coordinate action efficiently, but they are not rigid templates. Genres
change as institutions and technologies change. An online résumé may contain hyperlinks and a
portfolio; a news story may combine text, video, data graphics, and reader interaction. Writers need
to understand both the stability and flexibility of these forms. A rhetorical situation includes an
exigence or reason to communicate, an audience capable of responding, constraints, available
genres, and a medium. The same health information may require detailed methods and limitations in
a peer-reviewed article but direct wording, icons, translation, and mobile readability in an emergency
public notice. Neither text is simply a shorter or longer version of the other. Each is a designed
response to a different situation (Devitt).

Remediation, Visual Rhetoric, and Data
Remediation occurs when content is represented through another medium or when one medium
adopts the features of another. Turning a research paper into a podcast is not simply a matter of
reading the paper aloud. Citations may need verbal framing, sections need transitions that listeners
can follow without seeing headings, and complex evidence may require a transcript or companion
webpage. Converting an interview into an infographic involves selection, hierarchy, compression, and
visual interpretation. Meaning changes because pace, context, and audience behavior change. The
same is true of visual rhetoric. Camera angle, cropping, color, scale, proximity, and white space can
make arguments without explicit verbal statements. A photograph can appear authoritative while
excluding crucial context, and a graph can exaggerate differences through truncated axes or
misleading scales. Multimodal literacy therefore requires the same critical attention to visual evidence
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that writers already apply to verbal claims. Audiences should ask who created the image, what lies
outside the frame, how data were selected, and what assumptions make the design persuasive (Ball
and Charlton 42–43; Bezemer and Kress).

Data visualization is a particularly clear example because charts combine numbers with position,
labels, scale, shape, color, and explanatory language. A well-designed graph can reveal trends that
are difficult to see in a table, but a poorly chosen graph can obscure uncertainty or imply relationships
the data do not support. Writers should identify sources, label units, use appropriate scales, explain
uncertainty, and ensure that color choices remain interpretable for people with different visual
abilities. Captions should explain the significance of a figure rather than merely repeat its title. These
choices are analytical as well as aesthetic because they influence what conclusions readers are likely
to draw. Multimodal composition therefore carries ethical responsibilities: design should make
evidence clearer, not use visual authority to conceal weak reasoning or manipulate interpretation.

Technology, Accessibility, and Cultural
Responsibility
Writing technologies are not neutral containers. Social platforms favor particular image dimensions,
character limits, interaction metrics, and algorithmic priorities. Presentation software encourages
slides and often rewards brevity, while word-processing templates normalize certain page structures.
These tools enable communication but also suggest habits of thought and attention. Critical writers
ask what choices are built into a platform, who benefits from those choices, and how they shape
audience behavior. At the same time, multimodal writing is effective only when audiences can access
it. Images need meaningful alternative text, videos need captions and often transcripts, color should
not be the only carrier of information, and documents need logical headings, readable contrast, and
descriptive links. Accessibility should shape composition from the beginning rather than being treated
as a repair added after design is complete. In many cases, accessible design improves communication
for everyone because it makes organization, purpose, and navigation clearer (Ball and Charlton
42–43; Bezemer and Kress).

Cultural and linguistic diversity adds another layer of responsibility. Symbols, colors, gestures, humor,
reading directions, and genre expectations are not universally interpreted in the same way. A design
that seems obvious in one community may confuse or offend another. Translation therefore involves
more than replacing words; it may require adaptation of layout, examples, imagery, and conventions.
Multimodal projects also often involve collaborative authorship among writers, designers,
photographers, programmers, editors, speakers, and participants. Ethical practice requires
appropriate credit, consent, and permissions for images, music, data, and personal stories. The ease
of digital copying does not eliminate obligations of attribution. Multimodal competence is therefore
partly about power: writers must consider who can access a text, whose voices are represented,
whose labor is credited, and which cultural assumptions have been built into the design (New London
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Group 60–92).

A Practical Process for Multimodal Composition
Effective multimodal work begins with the rhetorical situation rather than with software. A writer
should first identify the purpose of the communication, the audience, the action or understanding
desired, and the conditions under which the audience will encounter the text. Evidence can then be
gathered and relevant genres studied before modes are selected. A storyboard, outline, prototype, or
rough layout helps determine how language, image, sound, navigation, and other elements will relate.
Testing with representative users can reveal confusing organization, inaccessible features, or
assumptions the writer did not notice. Revision should address both argument and design: evidence
may need strengthening, navigation simplified, visual elements removed, captions clarified, or audio
supplemented with a transcript. Assessment should focus on rhetorical effectiveness, ethical sourcing,
evidence, accessibility, organization, and the contribution of each mode rather than rewarding
expensive production or technical polish for its own sake (Ball and Charlton 42–43; Bezemer and
Kress).

Conclusion
The claim that all writing is multimodal does not mean every composition needs video, animation, or
elaborate graphics. It means that meaning is always shaped by language, form, material,
arrangement, technology, and audience practice. Traditional essays already rely on visual and spatial
design, while digital environments expand the range of possible combinations. Lunsford’s view of
writing as performance and genre theory’s emphasis on recurring social action clarify why these
choices matter: communication is something writers do within particular situations. Multimodal
awareness helps writers analyze how texts guide attention, establish credibility, represent data,
include or exclude audiences, and circulate through institutions. The goal is not to make every
composition more complicated. It is to make deliberate choices about which modes best support
evidence, purpose, accessibility, and ethical communication. When modes are selected because they
genuinely help audiences understand and act, multimodal writing becomes a form of rhetorical
judgment rather than decoration (Ball and Charlton 42–43; Bezemer and Kress; New London Group
60–92).
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