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To comprehend any text, the reader needs to 
choose and use a range of strategies such as 
predicting, questioning, making connections 

and inferring to enable ‘the construction of a 
coherent mental representation of the text’ (Kendeou 
et al., 2016, p. 63). Many of the thinking or cognitive 
strategies involved in reading comprehension are 
challenging to assess, not least because thought 
processes can be difficult for students to articulate 
and externalise (Oakley, 2011). Despite these 
challenges, it is important to assess students’ use of 
comprehension strategies to find out how they are 
approaching the reading comprehension process 
and where they may need additional teaching and 
support. 

The assessment of comprehension strategies in the 
context of traditional text, in which the written word 
(linguistic mode) is the dominant or only mode, 
can involve: having conversations with individual 
or groups of students about their thinking; asking 
students to articulate their thinking through 
think-alouds during reading; using stop-and-think 
cards, inferring students’ thinking from observable 
processes like note-taking; involving students in 
interviews/surveys and reflection activities (Keene, 
2006; Mokhtari & Reichard, 2002); and analysing 
artefacts produced by the students before, during  
or after reading in order to infer how they are using 
the strategies.  

There are also checklists and rubrics to guide 
teachers in assessing students’ use of comprehension 
strategies (e.g. Keene, 2006). However, as noted, 
teachers tend to find the assessment of readers’ use 
of comprehension strategies challenging and may 
not harness the full range of assessment techniques 
available (Oakley, 2011).

This article considers the assessment of strategies 
for reading comprehension in the context of 
multimodal text. Multimodality can be defined as: 
‘the combination of different semiotic modes—for 
example, language and music—in a communicative 
artifact or event.’ (Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 28). As 
is the case for text that predominantly employs 
the linguistic mode, there are many strategies 
involved in the comprehension of multimodal text, 
including predicting, inferring, making connections, 
clarifying, summarising, critiquing and self-
monitoring for meaning. The comprehension of 
multimodal text also involves the integration of 
meaning from assemblages of multimodal elements; 

readers need to be able to think about how the 
various modes within a multimodal text work 
together to support and complement each other, 
or even contradict each other (e.g. Unsworth, 2014). 
When reading multimodal text, readers need to 
make choices about how to navigate through the 
text, or the best sequence to attend to the various 
multimodal elements such as written words, images, 
audio, etc. (Serefini, 2012a; 2012b). Also, readers 
need to constantly employ metacognitive strategies 
to keep track of their comprehension and the 
usefulness of the strategies employed.

As is the case in the assessment of written text, 
teachers tend to emphasise products (such as written 
work, multimodal artefacts and test results) over 
the cognitive processes and strategies that occur 
during the multimodal reading comprehension 
process. Furthermore, they may over-emphasise the 
assessment of written language (the linguistic mode) 
over other modes of meaning (Tan et al., 2020), thus 
failing to capture the entirety of students’ strategy 
use. 

Several principles for assessing visual and 
multimodal literacies have been suggested, namely: 
assessment tasks should as far as possible be part 
of authentic learning experiences using quality 
texts; assessment should be both formative and 
summative; students should be assessed on their use 
of metalanguage, and; assessment should include a 
range of assessment types (Callow 2013, p. 110). 

In this article, a summary of what might be 
assessed is provided in the form of a framework 
called Multimodal Comprehension Practices (Figure 
1). Strategies for assessing students’ use of 
comprehension strategies within and across the five 
practices in the framework are suggested. 

Building on Luke’s and Freebody’s four 
resources of the reader model (1999), Serefini (2012) 
suggested that in the context of multimodal text, the 
‘reader-viewer’ needs to be an effective navigator, 
interpreter, designer, and interrogator. It is beyond 
the scope of this article to describe these practices in 
detail and the reader is referred to Serefini’s paper. 
In the present article the term ‘reader’ is used rather 
than ‘reader/viewer’ as a broad definition of reading 
is adopted. Asha (2021) also presented a framework 
for assessing multimodal comprehension, with the 
main ‘resources’ in her framework being: noticing 
multimodal elements, engaging with the meanings 
of multimodal text, responding to and reflecting on 
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multimodal text, and critiquing multimodal text. 
In the present article the above models, as well 

as the Australian Curriculum: English (ACARA, n.d.), 
along with literature on multimodal comprehension, 
inform the Multimodal Comprehension Practices 
framework. Five components or practices within the 
multimodal comprehension process, which overlap 
and interlink, are described. They are: recognising, 
path-choosing, making-meaning, critiquing and 
responding. As suggested in the diagram (Figure 
1), readers may engage in two or more practices 
concurrently and there may be considerable iteration. 
Metacognition and the use of relevant metalanguage 
should occur throughout.

 
Recognising involves word recognition through 
decoding and the rapid retrieval of sight words 
as well as the noticing and identification of visual 
codes and conventions such as distance, angle, 
framing, line, colour, symbols. There needs to be 
fluency in the recognition of words and visual 
codes so that adequate attention can be paid to 
higher order thinking. Recognising is similar to 
Luke and Freebody’s ‘code-breaking’ practice as 
the reader needs to notice (Asha, 2021) and unlock 
graphophonic and visual codes. Recognising is 
also partially aligned with Serefini’s (2012a; 2012b) 
‘navigator’ practice, which considers noticing and 
perceiving codes and conventions. Recognising 
might be assessed through checking of reading 
accuracy and fluency, or the ability to efficiently 
read the words within the text. Also, students can be 
questioned or be involved in discussions about the 
visual codes and conventions recognised in the text.  

Path choosing involves making choices regarding 
how to navigate through the multimodal elements 
of the text to make meaning and meet reading 
purposes. In order to choose pathways through 

multimodal texts, readers need to constantly self-
monitor for meaning to check that their choices 
regarding the sequence in which they attend to 
elements of the text are ‘working’. Path choosing 
is partially informed by Serefini’s (2012a; 2012b) 
‘navigator’ and ‘designer’ practices where students 
need to think about the design and structure of the 
text and how to navigate through it to meet their 
reading purpose. Serefini suggested that although 
the design of the text may encourage readers to 
attend to certain features in a certain order, ‘the 
reader ultimately determines the reading path 
during their transaction with the text as they 
decide how to navigate its textual, visual, and 
compositional elements’ (Serefini, 2012a, p. 28). 
Assessment strategies for path choosing might 
include conversations and discussions, reflection 
activities, or think-alouds, where students talk about 
their navigational choices as they make them. A 
disadvantage of the think-aloud is that younger 
children may not have sufficient ability to precisely 
articulate their thinking. As summarised by Carlton 
et al. (2014, p. 41): ‘think-aloud data provide fruitful 
information about the processes that readers use 
during comprehension, they are laborious, time 
consuming, and impractical.’ Children can also draw 
maps of how they navigated through the multimodal 
text and use the maps as a basis for discussion with 
peers and teachers, although such maps may not 
fully represent what they actually attended to. Eye-
tracking technology has been used to track readers’ 
pathways through text but it is not currently feasible 
to use this for everyday classroom assessment.

Making-meaning roughly aligns with Freebody and 
Luke’s (1999) ‘text participant,’ Serefini’s ‘designer’ 
and ‘interpreter,’ and Asha’s ‘engaging.’ Making-
meaning involves using a variety of strategies to 
make meaning of the text. For Serefini (2012b, p.158), 
the reader-viewer of multimodal texts is a designer 
through the ‘process of navigating and interpreting 
multimodal texts’;’ that is, the meaning of the text 
is designed by the reader-viewer and not imposed 
by the composer. The path chosen by the reader 
will have an impact on meaning making. Meaning 
making involves the following strategies, among 
others: making connections between the text and the 
world and between the text and other texts; making 
connections between different elements within the 
multimodal text; making inferences (between the 
lines, within and between the images, between the 
modes); synthesising and paraphrasing; questioning 
and self-monitoring. Assessment may be conducted 
through discussion, questioning, retelling, reflective 
activities and think-alouds. Artefacts produced 
by students can be analysed to gauge their use of 
strategies – for example, students can use ‘stop 

Figure 1. Multimodal Comprehension Practices 
Framework V1
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and think’ sheets, where they write down their 
thinking (e.g. questions, wonderings, connections 
made) at certain points during reading, or they can 
record refl ections. Important in meaning making in 
the context of multimodal text is refl ecting on the 
contribution of each mode.

Critiquing is similar to Freebody and Luke’s (1999) 
‘text analyst’ practice and Serefi ni’s (2012a; 2012b) 
‘interrogator.’ It involves the analysis, critique and 
evaluation of the text and its multimodal elements. 
This involves thinking about the author’s intentions, 
context and design choices (choice of multimodal 
elements) and assessing the impact and quality 
of the multimodal text. Critiquing is closely inter-
linked with meaning making and responding. 
In order to critique, children may use strategies 
such as: questioning the text; making connections 
between the text and the world and between the 
text and other texts; and evaluating the text in 
terms of its intended purpose and its impact on the 
reader. Assessment can be done through analysing 
students’ questioning of the text, discussions about 
the text and the author’s intentions and context, and 
the analysis of artefacts such as written, oral and 
multimodal critiques.

Responding to multimodal texts involves making a 
personal response to a text and making connections 
to personal experiences. It may also involve 
developing preferences for certain authors and texts 
and discussing these preferences with others, as well 
as stating a point of view or evaluative opinion about 
the text. Students can respond through different 
modes during or after reading. 

Conclusion
An attempt has been made to present the 
comprehension process of multimodal text in terms 
of fi ve broad overlapping components or practices: 
recognising, path choosing, meaning making, 
critiquing and responding. Suggestions have been 
made about how students’ comprehension strategy 
use within and across the practices might be assessed.
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READ. THINK. EXPLORE.

Read Serefi ni’s (2012) paper at http://
frankserafi ni.com/publications/serafi ni-
four-resources.pdf
1. Focus on the reader as navigator and 

designer — how do you currently 
assess these practices? 

2. Refl ect on the differences between 
Serefi ni’s framework and the one 
proposed in this article.
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