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Abstract I: Questo studio presenta i risultati di una ricerca qualitativa sull’interazione di 
bambini e adolescenti dagli 8 ai 13 anni con siti web creati da adulti per bam-
bini per promuovere consapevolezza sull’ecologia e comportamenti eco-so-
stenibili. 
Il quadro teorico di riferimento è l’analisi critica multimodale e la multilite-
racy. Le domande di ricerca principali vertono sui seguenti punti:
1. Quali sono i livelli di consapevolezza critica in bambini e adolescenti dagli 

8 ai 13 anni in relazione a testi multimodali sull’ecologia creati da adulti per 
sensibilizzare bambini e adolescenti su tematiche eco-sostenibili?

2. Come variano gli aspetti  di consapevolezza critica multimodale tra gli 8 e 
i 13 anni?

Gli ambiti di interesse comprendono due aspetti principali: a)  la competenza 
delle strategie multimodali e di multiliteracy per contesti di narrative eco-so-
stenibili; b) i livelli di partecipazione nell’azione sociale attraverso testi mul-
timodali. 
L’analisi qualitativa dei dati contribuisce a formulare linee guida per promuo-
vere competenze di autonomia digitale e di multiliteracy. Lo scopo ultimo è 
promuovere in maniera efficace la comunicazione eco-sostenibile attraverso 
la consapevolezza critica multimodale per fasce d’età e comunità di pratica 
diverse (PRIN project: ACT MACE 2009-2011).

Abstract II: The present study focuses on ecological narratives for children as present-
ed in websites. The paper summarises the results of a qualitative research 
study on the interaction of children and adolescents aged from 8 to 13 with 
adult-generated websites promoting awareness about ecology and positive 
action about ecological behaviour. 
This study is carried out within the theoretical frameworks of critical mul-
timodal digital literacy and multiliteracy. The main research questions ad-
dressed in the present paper are:
1. What are the levels of critical awareness in children and adolescents (from 

age 8 to 13) when engaged with multimodal texts about ecology produced 
by adults for the purpose of children education?

2. How do phenomena related to critical awareness vary within a develop-
mental perspective from Grade 3 to Grade 8?

The key areas of investigation encompass two wide-ranging aspects: a) Aware-
ness of multimodal/multiliteracy strategies to decode eco-sustainable narra-



Le Simplegadi

Vol. XV-No. 17 November 2017

ISSN 1824-5226

DOI: 10.17456/SIMPLE-61

Bortoluzzi. Multimodal Awareness in Ecology Discourse 127

1. Introduction
This study is part of the ACT MACE1 project and focuses on ‘the participation and interac-
tion of children and young learners as stakeholders and opinion makers on issues of public 
concern’ (ACT MACE 2009-2011).  The overall objectives of MACE are investigating multi-
modal literacy development in children from 8 to 13 (from Grade 3 to Grade 8: Primary and 
Middle school) and identifying good practices of children-adult communication in multi-
modal digital texts.

The present study focuses on ecology for children and discusses the results of the qual-
itative research carried out on the interaction of children aged from 8 to 13 with adult-gen-
erated websites for children. These websites have the aim to promote awareness about 
eco-sustainable narratives and positive action about ecological behaviour. 

First the research questions will be presented and the theoretical framework outlined. 
Then the methodology of data gathering will be introduced and the qualitative data results 
presented. The discussion will contribute to providing guidelines for empowering children 
‘in order to promote safe child autonomy and multiliteracy skills and to foster ecology of 
communication across generations and communities of practice’ (ACT MACE 2009-2011).

2. Research questions and initial expectations
The research questions fall within the scope of the ecology section of the MACE project, 
namely investigating the reception and perception children have of websites about ecology 
created for them by adults. 

The two main questions are:
1. What are the levels of critical awareness in children and adolescents (from age 8 to 13) when 

engaged with multimodal texts about ecology produced by adults for educational aims?
2. How do phenomena related to critical awareness vary in a developmental perspective 

from Grade 3 to Grade 8?
The key areas of investigation encompass two main aspects:

• Awareness of multimodal/multiliteracy strategies to decode eco-sustainable narratives
• Levels of participation in social action through multimodal texts.

The initial expectations were the following:
1. As ‘digital natives’ (Bennet, Maton & Kervin 2008; Li & Ranieri 2010) children tend to 

show semiotic and critical awareness towards the multimodal texts and the text/user 
interaction.

1  ACT: Access through Text; MACE: Multimodal Awareness for Children Empowerment.

tives; b) Levels of participation in social action through multimodal texts.
The discussion of the qualitative data analysis contributes to guidelines for 
empowering children, promote safe child autonomy and multiliteracy skills, 
and foster ecology of communication across generations and communities of 
practice (PRIN project: ACT MACE 2009-2011).
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2. Increasing levels of metasemiotic strategies contribute to adopting a critical stance to-
wards the multimodal text (purpose, content and design); it also raises awareness about 
the issue at stake and empowers children in their relation towards multimodal texts (see 
Ala-Mutka 2011; Ananiadu & Claro 2009). 

3. Theoretical framework of the study
The wider theoretical framework of the whole MACE project is multimodal discourse anal-
ysis as developed in Baldry & Thibault (2006), Baldry (2011a, 2011b), Bateman (2008), Jewitt 
(2013 [2009]); Kress & van Leeuwen (2006 [1996]), O’Halloran (2004a, 2004b), Unsworth (2006, 
2008a, 2008b),Ventola et al. (2004). Another area of interest for the project is critical discourse 
and multimodal awareness studies which investigate media and ICT discourses as loci of 
power relations and ideology (Caldas-Coulthard & Iedema 2008; Fairclough 2003, 2006).

On the basis of this wider framework, the present paper focuses on multimodal litera-
cy as critical awareness for a ‘digital generation’ (Bennet, Maton & Kervin 2008; Li & Ranieri 
2010) and literacies for the 21st century (Kress 2003; Dede 2009; Ananiadu & Claro 2009). 
The field is complex: ICT literacy, Internet literacy, media literacy, information literacy and 
digital literacy intersect and include the new challenges posed by a new ‘learning ecology’ 
based on participation and creative practice, content creation and interactivity (Greenhow 
et al. 2009; Ala-Mutka 2011). Literacy is thus viewed as complex social competences and not 
merely a set of cognitive or technical abilities (encoding or decoding spatial layout, organi-
sational structure, pictures, etc.) (Jones & Hafner 2012; Rheingold 2012).

To underline the necessity of developing both traditional and new literacies in pres-
ent-day contexts, the New London Group (1996, 2000) uses the inclusive term ‘multilit-
eracies’: traditional literacies are recontextualised to include multimodal awareness of text 
production and fruition (Cope & Kalantzis 2009a, 2009b, 2015). Ananiadu and Claro (2009) 
in their report on the 21st century skills emphasize the human, social, educational relevance 
of complex and articulated skills which go well beyond ICTs skills and encompass new and 
traditional literacy skills and learning competences.

4. Methodology and data gathering
In order to explore the reception and interpretation children have of websites created for 
children and young adolescents2 by adults about ecology, we selected websites of official in-
stitutions (i.e. the Canadian, U.S., U.K. governmental agencies for the environment) suitable 
(according to analysts and their class teachers) for children aged from 8 to 13.

The primary and middle school chosen for our research experiment was the Udine 
International School (Italy, http://www.udineis.org/). In this school English is the medium 
of instruction and all its teachers are English native speakers or near-native speakers. The 
majority of children comes from families of Italian extraction, while a few of them come 
from international families where languages other than Italian are spoken3.

2  For the sake of brevity, I will only use ‘children’ to mean young people from 8 to 13 years old.
3  Ethics procedures were followed throughout the data gathering: parental permissions to carry out the 
experiments were obtained and children privacy was closely pursued.

http://www.udineis.org/
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The questionnaire adopted for the MACE project was adapted to the specific charac-
teristics of the websites and videos selected for data gathering in order to elicit information 
about user reception and interpretation of the websites and videos4. In the computer room 
of the school, children and students (monitored by the class teacher and two researchers) 
explored the website and watched the video; while doing so they individually answered the 
sections of the questionnaire related to what they explored or watched. The whole proce-
dure, completely carried out in English, took approximately one hour per group. The total 
number of questionnaires administered to class groups in computer rooms is 106: 6 class 
groups from Grades 3 to 8 (from 8 to 13). 

The present study focuses on the qualitative analysis of data resulting from the website 
section of the questionnaire (Part 1, see link in footnote 4). This choice was made to compare 
homogeneous data and obtain data-driven categories of multimodal behaviour about the 
relation between user and text in a learning context.

5. Data analysis and discussion
The children’s written answers on the purpose of the website, its content and design were 
analysed bearing in mind the research questions (Section 2 above) and focusing on the suita-
bility of the multimodal text in relation with levels of digital literacy and the age of the users 
(see Questionnaire, Part 1, footnote 4). Two macro-phenomena are investigated, as shown 
in Table 1:

Table 1. Multimodal macro-phenomena.
Macro-phenomena Focal macro-function
Metasemiotic awareness Textual macro-function
Levels of participation Interpersonal macro-function

In this study, ‘metasemiotic awareness’ is the children’s awareness regarding the rela-
tion between verbal and non-verbal meaning-making in the text and their interpretation of 
this relation. I call ‘levels of participation’ the features informed by the interpersonal mac-
ro-function, that is the expressions that establish a relation between the participants and the 
multimodal text. The three macro-functions (ideational, interpersonal and textual) are always 
present and interacting in the macro-phenomena; in the table, I highlighted the focal one. 

The macro-phenomena analysed here, namely metasemiotic awareness and levels of 

4  The second link is the link to the website saved and stored by the L3S Research Center at the time of the 
experiment (January 2013).
Websites for children from 8 to 10:
http://www.ecology.com/ecology-kids/,
http://prometheus.kbs.uni-hannover.de/archive/ecology/www.ecology.com/ecology-kids/.
Website for students from 11 to 14:
http://www.ecokids.ca/pub/kids_home.cfm,
http://prometheus.kbs.uni-hannover.de/archive/ecokids/www.ecokids.ca/pub/kids_home.html.
The questionnaire about the ecology websites and videos can be found at http://yell.uniud.it/?page_
id=677. 

http://www.ecology.com/ecology-kids/
http://prometheus.kbs.uni-hannover.de/archive/ecology/www.ecology.com/ecology-kids/
http://www.ecokids.ca/pub/kids_home.cfm
http://prometheus.kbs.uni-hannover.de/archive/ecokids/www.ecokids.ca/pub/kids_home.html
http://yell.uniud.it/?page_id=677
http://yell.uniud.it/?page_id=677
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participation are related to the wider field of metaknowledge (Oxford 2011: 19 et passim). 
Metaknowledge powerfully contributes to self-regulated learning whereby individuals are 
able to choose the most effective strategies for learning and hold positive beliefs about one’s 
ability to learn (Schunk & Ertmer 2000). Some scholars maintain that metacognitive strat-
egies include all the regulatory learning strategies; see for instance the working definition 
found in Anderson (2012) and derived from Flavell (1976) who first introduced the term 
‘metacognition’: “Metacognitive knowledge refers to our acquired knowledge about our 
cognitive processes, knowledge that can be used to control thinking processes” (Anderson 
2012: 170). Metacognition is the ability to make one’s thinking visible, reflecting on what one 
knows and does (Anderson 2008) and it requires “a cognitive awareness and engagement 
with the awareness of one’s thinking” (Anderson 2012: 170).  

Oxford (2011: 17 et passim) believes that there are different types of meta-knowledge 
related to the three areas of cognition, affectivity and sociocultural-interaction. Metaknowl-
edge underlying these three areas are: person knowledge (learning styles, goals, strengths, 
etc of the learner), group or culture knowledge (norms and expectations of the group), 
task knowledge (requirement of the learning task), whole-process knowledge (long-term 
requirements of the learning process), strategies knowledge (knowledge of strategies and 
metastrategies for learning), conditional knowledge (when and how to use a certain strate-
gy) (Oxford 2011: 19-21). The two macro-phenomena of metasemiotic awareness and levels 
of participation cut across these 6 types of underlying metaknowledge. 

In this paper I use the term ‘awareness’ rather than ‘strategy’ because I discuss how 
participants express through written language (in this case English as L2) their explicit 
awareness about what they do when accessing the multimodal text: participants write what 
they think they are doing when interpreting the multimodal text. 

Since the whole interaction is mediated through language, the data show what the 
participants are aware of and what they are able to describe in written English. The children 
had to read the questions in L2, interpret them (at times with the help of the researchers and 
teachers) and express their answer in L2. As we shall see below, their greater or lesser com-
petence in L2 is a variable to be taken into account in the data analysis. 

The sections that follow describe the two macro-phenomena identified in the data 
analysis: ‘metasemiotic awareness’ and ‘levels of participation’.

5.1. Metasemiotic awareness
Children show higher or lower levels of metasemiotic awareness, as summarised in Table 2. The 
definitions of sub-categories and the results of data analysis are given in the following sections.

Table 2. Awareness of multimodal text affordances.
Lower-level awareness
A. Transparency of medium or genre: Transparency of traversals and transmedia traversals

Transparency of dynamic text

B. Transparency of multimodal cues
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C. Transparency of purpose: Trusting-the adult effect
Easy-to-understand effect

Higher-level awareness
D. Multimodal verbal cues: keywords and headlines
E. Multimodal spatial cues: semiotic space, framing and salience
F. Colour coding as semiotic affordance

All quotes from the data are verbatim: no corrections are made to the children’s/stu-
dents’ written responses in English as L2. To comply with ethics regulations, children are 
identified with initials which do not correspond to their real name and surname. Numbers 
from 3 to 8 correspond to the grade the children belonged to (in January 2013) and this gives 
an idea of their approximate age (with some exceptions, the children are from 8 years of age 
in Grade 3, to 13 years of age in Grade 8). The categorization in Table 2 is discussed in the 
sections that follow.

5.1.1. Lower-level awareness
A. Transparency of medium or genre
The children/students, especially in lower grades (3 and 4) are aware of some characteristics 
of the multimodal text or, in some cases, they take them for granted. I call this ‘transparency’, 
e.g. some characteristics of multimodal texts become naturalised to the extent that they are 
not even noticed anymore. In particular, the data analysis shows the following phenomena:
• Transparency of traversals and transmedia traversals (Lemke, 2002) 
 Children take it for granted that by clicking on a hotspot, a hyperlink is activated and 

the user can access a different page (what Lemke 2002 calls transmedia traversals). Also, 
children know that the majority of images on the homepage gives access to a video: stat-
ic images (‘event photos’, Baldry 2011a) are attractive for the children more as potential 
action (hotspots) to get to a video, than as images per se. Therefore, some children answer 
Question 4 (What elements most attracted your attention? Why?) writing that they are 
attracted by the photo (psychologically salient even though static), but they are attracted 
by the photo as representative of an event both in terms of narrative and in terms of po-
tential hotspot to access videos (even when they are not there). 

• Transparency of dynamic text
 Children take for granted that websites are potentially dynamic texts. This will be com-

mented on when dealing with the second macro-phenomenon in Table 1. Younger chil-
dren tend to take for granted that a static image or a verbal cue can lead to a dynamic text 
such as a video and they are disappointed if this is not the case.

B. Transparency of multimodal cues
In all the grades, children are convinced that they understood the topic and purpose of the 
website because of verbal cues; in fact, their answers frequently reveal how influential visual 
and layout cues are in general comprehension. For instance, 7 UEZ (example below) thinks 
s/he understood topic and purpose because of verbal information (I read, I read the informa-
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tions); in fact, his/her answer reveals the visual salience of the title and his/her ability to 
integrate different modes in text interpretation. The fact that children and students are not 
aware of this complex interaction of modes, called here ‘transparency of multimodal cues’, 
occurs throughout the data. This might be due to the overwhelming relevance of verbal 
input and traditional literacies of the school context. This is how 7 UEZ answers Question 2 
(How do you know what [the homepage] is about?): 

7 UEZ because I read the title Ecokids and I read the informations about it.

C. Transparency of purpose
Throughout the grades, there are children who express their trust in aspects which are not 
trustworthy in absolute terms. The answers to Question 5 (In your opinion, are there aspects 
which are not for young learners? If so, which ones?) exemplify attitudes which might be-
come a potential danger or problem if applied without guidance or control:
• Trusting-the-adult effect
• Throughout the data children express total trust in websites created by adults for chil-

dren. In this case, the ideational macro-function intersects the interpersonal macro-func-
tion. In educational terms, raising awareness that the website producer (and initiator of 
the interaction with children) is not trustworthy by default if it is an adult is one of the 
most relevant competences to develop in children. 

• Easy-to-understand effect
• Many children remark that the website is suitable for them because it is ‘easy to under-

stand’. The problem in this case is rather similar to the previous sub-category, but here the 
ideational macro-function overtly intersects the textual macro-function.

8 DH If the website can be understood, then it is for children.

5.1.2. Higher-level awareness
D. Multimodal verbal cues: keywords and headlines
In Grade 3 very few children identify the topic ‘ecology’ as such, given the complexity of 
the concept. Almost all identify some of the aspects included in ecology (animals, plants, 
environments such as oceans and forests, etc.) and are mostly influenced by visual cues. 
However, only some of the children realise that their comprehension is due to verbal and 
visual cues together (as mentioned in the previous section):

3 M I know what it is about from the images and because I read a lot.
In Grade 4 the majority were able to identify the topic in a more accurate way.  Some 

write that they mostly focus on verbal cues:
4 NB It is written and I understand it because it talks of science.
Other children tend to rely on images only. In this latter case, however, the comprehen-

sion of the ideational content of the website is not accurate since images on their own cannot 
convey complex concepts such as ‘ecology’ and ‘saving the environment’.

From Grade 5 onwards comprehension is more balanced and children accurately iden-
tify the verbal cues that help them understand what the website is really about (not only 
animals and plants). Frequently children refer to texts made salient by framing and central-



Le Simplegadi

Vol. XV-No. 17 November 2017

ISSN 1824-5226

DOI: 10.17456/SIMPLE-61

Bortoluzzi. Multimodal Awareness in Ecology Discourse 133

ity in the graphic layout; in many of these cases children are able to identify salience. In the 
example below the sections of text underlined are transcribed verbatim from the website 
where they are graphically salient headings (underlined in the example below) and per-
ceived by the child as relevant:

6 AF The website is about how children can help the environment and keep their families and 
friends healthy.

E. Multimodal spatial cues: semiotic space, framing and salience
As mentioned, children are aware of the influence semiotic space has for the identification 
of website topic and purpose. Using simple metalanguage adapted from traditional literacy 
terms and general digital literacy, children manage to identify the main multimodal textual 
features that point to the ideational meaning: the following instances exemplify semiotic 
space (4EN, 6TD), framing and salience (6TD, 6 UI): 

4 EN  Ecology for kids: it is right on the top.
6 TD Because its written at the top of the page and, because its the thickest writing of all.
6 UI ‘Let’s get started’ I clicked it first because I wanted to see what was on the next page.

F. Colour coding as semiotic affordance
As early as Grade 4, children are able to express the metaphoric meaning that colours might 
have in the context of the websites.

5 DT colour green because it is the ecological colour, blue because it represents the same thing 
as the green.

As age progresses, children show that they are able to recognise the function of col-
our as orienting interpretation on the interpersonal, textual but also ideational plane (van 
Leeuwen 2011). They also show the ability to interpret the metaphoric meaning of colour by 
establishing relations among shared cultural knowledge (green equals ecology, for instance) 
and other textual instances of the website.

In conclusion, the categories of metasemiotic awareness show a progression related 
to age in the ability to identify the affordances in multimodal texts and understand their 
meanings, topic and purpose. In the next sub-section, I will look at the relation between the 
participants and the multimodal texts.

5.2. Levels of participation
I call ‘levels of participation’ features informed by the interpersonal macro-function: they 
are the expressions of relation between participants and the multimodal text and its context. 
More specifically this macro-category includes the users as participants: their feelings, their 
competence, their attitude towards the text, their attitude towards other participants and 
the virtual community of the multimodal text. I also included in this macro-category ‘the 
text as participated action’: multimodal action on the text and action on other users and so-
ciety through the multimodal text (see Table 3).
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Table 3. Levels of participation.
Levels of participation
a. Receptive, self-referential and affectively overt
b. Participation related to L2/FL competence
c. Recognition of interactive sections as action on text: text in action and learning
d. Connecting with other children/people: text as social environment
e. Influencing others: text as social action – user-generated content
f. Challenging the multimodal text

a. Receptive, self-referential and affectively overt
This category is related to the levels of affective and self-centred participation of children 
with the multimodal text. Younger children (Grade 3 and 4) mainly tend to emphasise their 
individual relation with the multimodal text and explain their positive or negative attitude 
towards it in terms of liking/disliking its ideational content (verbal and non-verbal) in an 
affectively overt way. What is remarkable for this category, however, is that affectively-load-
ed expressions are used by younger children to give their opinion about the whole website. 
They are often not able to go beyond specific examples and self-centred expressions: in 
other words, their cognitive and affective development influences their ability to extract 
less impressionistic evaluative judgements. This can be linked to the cognitive ability to use 
specific or generic references. The following are two examples which well represent young-
er children’s affectively loaded and self-referential answers to Question 9 (How do you like 
this site? Why?):

3 HQ [I like it] Because I like a lot Rudoph and the reindeers.
4 FB the animals most attract me because they are so cute and I like them very much.

b. Participation related to L2/FL competence
Levels of participation are influenced by the degree of multimodal text comprehension. Ver-
bal aspects have a special relevance because the medium of instruction is L2 for the majority 
of children; only a minority of individuals have English as one of their native languages. A 
few students in the higher grades had just arrived in the International school and therefore, 
at the time of data gathering, English was still a foreign language for them. Whereas L2/FL 
competence is perceived as eminently verbal by the participants, children understand the L2 
verbal sections also thanks to non-verbal cues. Some of the children/students who are less 
competent in English remark on their positive interaction with the multimodal text because 
they ‘understand’ it better. Some of the answers to Question 9b (Why do you like this web-
site?) reveal the users’ satisfaction in ‘comprehending’ what the multimodal text proposes:

3 DE Because I understand everything!
In a few cases, the limited verbal competence in English influenced some of the incor-

rect or incomplete answers in terms of the ideational content of the website. However, it is 
often impossible to differentiate linguistic competence from cognitive and metacognitive 
development. Child 4 ED, for instance, answering Question 5 (In your opinion, are there 
aspects which are not for children? If so, which ones?) wrote ‘Anithing’.
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The answer shows low competence level in English as L2, but also limited control of 
cognitive and metacognitive variables such as generic/specific references. 

In general, however, in the Udine International School, the competence of English as 
L2 of the children/adolescents was way beyond our expectations as far as the efficacy of 
communication was concerned, both in the written answers for the questionnaire and dur-
ing the semi-structured oral interviews (which are not included in the present analysis).

c. Recognition of interactive sections as action on text: text in action and learning
As mentioned in the section about awareness of multimodal text affordances, children take 
for granted that a multimodal text consists of traversals and transmedia traversals (when 
multimodal texts are ‘interactive’ through hyperlinks). However, Question 6 (Are there el-
ements which let you interact with the site? Which ones?) was one of the most complex for 
younger children to understand; most of them asked our help or the help of teachers to 
make sure they understood its meaning. In fact, we soon realised that the question is rather 
ambiguous and unclear. While younger children tended to take for granted the interactivity 
of traversals (Grade 3, 4), nobody in Grade 3 and only a few in Grade 4 noticed that there 
are sections that explicitly asked for interaction (for instance Homework helpers). From Grade 
5, pupils show an explicit greater awareness of ‘text in action’:

5 BT The photos in the ‘kid power’ if I click on them, will make me understand how the other 
children of the world live and what they think, it would be like knowing them.

From Grade 6 children start recognising the call-for-action of the website:
7 WEB I would click the take action section because I would like to see how the interaction 

works and how I can help the ecosystem.
In the higher grades not only is ‘text-in-action’ overtly present in their answers, but 

games and activities are mentioned as the most desirable text-as-action and as a link to the 
community of the website. This takes us to the next category.

d. Connecting with other children/people: text as social environment 
Children and students in higher grades (but as young as 10-year olds, see example 5 BT 
above) show awareness that website interactivity means relating to other children and peo-
ple. Thus, the text creates a common social environment, an e-community that includes 
participants geographically distant and belonging to different cultural backgrounds.

7 DQ All the website games and pictures are related to games or pictures that give more clues 
and explanations to the people (kids) watching the website.

8 CT Because it can be a quite interesting way to learn and relax at the same time. Also, i would 
check to see if there are any new articles by the Eco Reporter.

Eco Reporter, mentioned in example 8 CT, consists of children/student-generated ar-
ticles, namely articles by the e-community. This brings us to the next level of participation.

e. Influencing others: text as social action – user-generated content
From the last grade of primary school, children realise that using websites can have a social 
impact: one of the purposes of the multimodal text is precisely having an effect on the users’ 
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behaviour promoting changes in their life and having a positive effect on the environment. 
The change is not only ‘learning about’ facts, but also taking positive action and ‘empower-
ing’ participants: children explicitly quote these words directly from the website, since they 
were not prompted by the questionnaire or by the teachers:

5 DB I think the website is about the love of nature and how children can use there ‘power’ 
without hearting [hurting] nature.

6 BN I think that every element is important for people like us because we should learn to save 
the world still when you are little

8 DA I want to know what else will be posted on how to help the environment and next time I 
want to post some comments, check more games and maybe even write an article or something.

These users are aware that not only can they change the world, but, as shown below, 
they can also improve on the multimodal text: text as social action has an effect on the text 
itself. The affordance of updating digital texts is used by the respondent as part of social 
action.

f. Challenging the multimodal text
Some students in Grades 7 and 8 challenge the multimodal text explaining why it is not up 
to their expectations and it is not suitable for them as expert users: 

7 HU because games are for little kids which don’t know how to use a computer, but info is ok.
8 OU I like it a lot how it is constructed but still, I think, needs some help. 
The process has gone full circle: the multimodal text becomes the aim of social action 

on the part of the e-community. The aim of the user is to transform the website into a more 
suitable one for expert participants and for their complex communicative goals and actions 
to be taken.

6. Discussion of findings
The data, however limited, offer a remarkably complex view of the relation that children 
and adolescents are able to establish with digital texts. The level of awareness the partici-
pants showed towards their interaction with the multimodal text, and the level of compe-
tence in the L2 literacy to express it in a comprehensible and articulate way are surprising 
and noticeable. It must be mentioned that the school context is socio-culturally privileged 
and conducive to multimodal literacy because most teachers use ICT tools for teaching and 
promoting learning. 

Expectation 1 in Section 2 mentioned that as ‘digital natives’ (Bennet, Maton & Kervin 
2008; Li & Ranieri 2010) the children would tend to show semiotic and critical awareness 
towards multimodal texts and text/user interaction. The data only partly confirm this ex-
pectation. Children (especially younger ones, but not only) rely too openly on the fact that 
when the website looks as if it is made ‘for children’, it is trustworthy (trusting appearances). 
Unfortunately, easy-to-comprehend texts created by adults for children do not necessarily 
mean safe or suitable. Also, affective evaluation has an impact on the acceptance and use of 
websites especially (but not only) for younger children. ‘Digital natives’ need multiliteracy 
education to develop critical competences.
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Expectation 2 is confirmed by the data: higher levels of metasemiotic awareness help 
users adopt a more balanced and critical stance towards the multimodal text (purpose, con-
tent and design), it raises awareness about the ideational issue at stake and empowers chil-
dren in their relation towards the multimodal texts (Ala-Mutka 2011; Ananiadu & Claro 
2009).  The higher the levels of digital literacy, cognitive development and awareness of the 
relation text-user, and the more autonomous and critical towards the texts children become.

Metasemiotic awareness towards the text and towards text-user interaction positively 
correlates with key multiliteracy moves, and increases participation of young users with the 
digital text as social action. Children and adolescents increasingly perceive digital texts as 
participatory events and demand higher levels of direct involvement (text as action in con-
text, user-generated materials, games and activities). 

7. Conclusion and guidelines
The study shows the relevance of quality eco-sustainable multimodal narratives for children 
from an early age, and critical semiotic competence explicitly taught from primary school 
onwards. Children show the need to interact with multimodal texts and become active users 
in a participatory way. Therefore, they need to become autonomous and informed evalua-
tors of websites in order to recognise their potential dangers but also to be empowered as 
active participants who enjoy and create eco-sustainable narratives for their peers and for 
adults. 

The results of this study can be summarised in the following educational guidelines: 
1. Levels of multimodal transparency should be lowered by explicitly guiding the children 

to recognise multimodal text affordances in different media and genres (in relation to the 
children’s age and their cognitive and literacy development).

2. Levels of metacompetence for multimodal text affordances (verbal cues, spatial cues, col-
our coding, etc.) should be promoted, and actively taught. 

3. Levels of informed participation should be carefully enhanced and discussed as action in 
text, action on text, and social action; this should include informed and careful participa-
tion of young users in virtual communities of users.

4. Levels of participation should be overtly discussed with young users.
5. Awareness should be raised about what ‘seems to be’ trustworthy and suitable for chil-

dren is not necessarily so.
6. Criteria should be discussed with young users to decide whether a website is suitable for 

them or not (easiness of comprehension is not a sufficient criterion and neither are layout, 
structure and general attractiveness).
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