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Abstract 

Virtual Exchange (VE) is a technology-enabled, people-to-people interaction (EVOLVE, n.d.). It can 
facilitate the digital-intercultural turn in language education, where multiliteracies is an important 
pedagogical goal. One key focus of multiliteracies is developing critical semiotic awareness (CSA) 
through reflections on relations between forms and meanings in contexts of use (Kern, 2015). Despite 
emerging research on how to foster semiotic awareness in the physical classroom (Lim et al., 2022), our 
understanding of how language learners construct CSA in VE remains limited. To address this gap, a 
qualitative case study was designed involving one pair of volunteer higher education language learners 
in the UK and Saudi Arabia (KSA). Data were collected over a six-week multiliteracies-informed VE, 
where participants engaged with digital cultural artefacts via videoconferencing. Synchronous video-
mediated interactions were analysed using social semiotics. This involved a two-step analysis of: (1) the 
representation of signifiers on the artefacts participants talked about and (2) how the signifier’s meaning 
potentials were taken up and/or extended. Findings demonstrated participants’ evaluation of signs as 
they constructed meanings beyond what is available on the artefacts. We discuss the role of 
multiliteracies training, digital cultural artefacts, and VE interaction (intercultural communication) in the 
construction of CSA. 
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Introduction 

The New London Group’s (1996) multiliteracies framework in language education gives prominence to 
interpreting meanings across communication modes and social contexts. Within this perspective, 
language is a dynamic, socially situated meaning-making process rather than a fixed system of rules. 
Language is multimodal, shaped not only by words but also by images, spatial arrangements, gestures, 
and digital forms of communication. It is embedded in diverse cultural, social, and technological contexts, 
and learners draw on multiple designs of meaning as they interpret and create texts (Lim et al, 2022; Cope 
& Kalantzis, 2023). In this view, language is something people actively design to engage with an 
increasingly complex, globalised, and media-rich world (Elola & Oskoz, 2017). Language learners are 
thus designers of meaning, actively choosing semiotic resources to express themselves. For this, 
“language learners need not only grammar and vocabulary, but also a set of heuristics that will help them 
develop a disposition for paying critical attention to relations among forms, contexts, meanings, and 
ideologies” (Kern, 2014, p. 353). 

Multimodal literacy, closely aligned with the notion of (multimodal) semiotic awareness (Lim & Tan-
Chia, 2022), involves developing both technical proficiency and considerate use of different modes in 
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ways that respond to the demands of specific contexts. Kern’s (2015) concept of CSA also emphasises the 
importance of adding a reflective “dimension of social critique” which “can be fostered by ‘de-
naturalizing’” (p. 258) the textualisation of signs — i.e., breaking down how relationships between 
signifiers and what they represent (signifieds) may shape or influence interpretation and ideologies. This 
orientation reinforces the idea that such forms of awareness do not emerge automatically; rather they 
require a relational pedagogy, i.e. pedagogical support to help learners engage with the semiotic resources 
available to them critically, creatively and responsibly (Kern, 2015). 

VE is a technology-enabled, people-to-people interaction in which the aims of multiliteracies can be 
facilitated through digital reading of cultural objects or artefacts. Examples include VEs by Murdoch-Kitt 
and Emans (2021), who integrate personal-cultural artefacts for intercultural learning, and Krompák and 
Hartmann (2023), who use digital storytelling for multimodal literacy. However, VE participants are 
rarely offered training on how to read multimodal texts for increased awareness and more grounded 
understandings of signifier-signified relationships. Satar et al. (2023) highlight this gap and show how 
some future EFL teachers can demonstrate low levels of semiotic agility and capacity. Thus, authors 
reiterate Kern’s (2015) appeal for a relational pedagogy and argue that VE tasks should engage 
participants in critical reflection on meaning-making practices by identifying signifier-signified 
relationships. 

To address this gap, we draw on data from a multiliteracies-informed VE model that aims to foster CSA 
(Almijiwl & Satar, in press) by integrating digital cultural artefacts on the ENACT web app 
(www.enacteuropa.com) in videoconferencing. We use social semiotics to analyse synchronous video-
mediated interactions of one dyad. The research question is: How do language learners construct CSA in 
a multiliteracies-informed VE using the ENACT web app? 

Drawing on the findings, we discuss the role of multiliteracies training, digital cultural artefacts, and VE 
interaction (intercultural communication) in scaffolding language learners’ analysis of meanings and 
construction of CSA in this process. 

CSA, Relational Pedagogy, and Transpositional Grammar 
As introduced in the previous section, Kern (2014) argues for a relational pedagogy that underscores how 
technologies mediate our communication and the need for language learners to improve their 
multiliteracies. He contends that language education must foster CSA: “critical reflection on how 
conventions are used to construct discourse toward social ends” and making learners “aware of their own 
agency not only in using conventions but also in critiquing them and potentially shaping them” (Kern, 
2015, p. 233).  

Kern’s (2015) relational pedagogy is grounded on three dimensions of meaning design: material 
conditions, social ecologies, and individual, personal acts. Material conditions are the characteristics of 
mediums and forms of language use, social ecologies include ideologies, conventions, values, and norms, 
while the individual acts are idiosyncratic, symbolic, and subjective acts. He proposes that in order to 
support language learners’ development of CSA (by making them aware of the material conditions of the 
mediums and forms of language use) language educators can use a set of heuristic questions involving 
paying critical attention to “[r]elations between forms and meanings” (p. 14). 

Also focusing on the need to increase learners’ awareness of such relations to develop multiliteracy skills, 
Cope and Kalantzis (2023) propose a pedagogic metalanguage (transpositional grammar) which can be 
used to teach learners how functions of meaning (reference, agency, structure, context, and interest) are 
presented through different forms (image, text, speech, sound, body, object, space). They also outline 
pedagogical moves of knowledge processes for the interpretation and creation of multimodal texts: 
experiencing (the known and the new), conceptualising (by classifying and with theory), analysing 
(functionally and critically), and applying (appropriately and creatively).  
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While Kern (2015) foregrounds the relational and critical dimensions of meaning-making, Cope and 
Kalantzis (2023) extend this terrain by offering a comprehensive metalanguage and pedagogical 
architecture that systematises how functions of meaning unfold across modes, thereby providing a broader 
framework within which Kern’s CSA can be situated. 

Social Semiotics: Recontextualisation from the Lens of Reading as Interpretation 
Digital technologies provide a means by which learners can become aware of and actively reflect on 
communicative practices because they allow “us to textualize language use, thus making it an object of 
analysis” (Kern, 2015, p. 258). Textualisation, within technological mediation, is rendering signs into a 
text/artefact to be interpreted (Kern, 2015). In simple terms, to textualise is to stabilise events as records, 
making it possible to read and transform text with its meanings accessible to audiences (CERCLLUA, 
2011). 

As textualised texts/artefacts are put in a new literacy medium — e.g., in interaction — to be read for new 
purposes (e.g., to identify forms and meanings), they become recontextualised in the sense that now there 
are added layers of discourse that make us see the original text in a different way when we read or discuss 
them (CERCLLUA, 2011). So, recontextualisation is required for CSA to take place, but, according to 
Kern (2015), the choice of a new literacy medium can influence “how jointly (or not) knowledge is 
constructed [emphasis added]” (p. 251). Textualisation “is central to what and how we learn about the 
world” and recontextualisation “reminds us that our interpretations are relational, and that as we shift 
interpretational frames, the meanings we construct will also shift” (p. 30). He refers to a 
recontextualisation that “has to do with the transformations of signs” (p. 7) as they are made new. 

This is relevant to reading as interpretation in social semiotics — i.e., interpreting signs is a remaking of 
signs (Jewitt et al., 2016). Bezemer and Kress (2008) use the notion of recontextualisation to explain that 
readers cannot alter the text other than in their inner remaking, but “inner remaking does not become 
effective in the social world until it has some outer realization” which changes the context and that of the 
semiotic materialisation of meaning (p. 182-183). Reading as interpretation is an outer realisation of what 
one has received, e.g., one makes a new sign when a signifier is filled in articulation with their own 
deduced meaning (Kress, 2003). 

Bezemer and Kress (2008) underscore how recontextualisation is useful socially and semiotically. 
Socially, it informs how discourses that originate in one site are reshaped and aptly realised for the givens 
of the new site. Semiotically, it illuminates how meaning is moved and re-presented, requiring remaking 
that entails change; a change described in terms of a social semiotic view of communication and learning 
as transformative engagement. 

Bezemer and Kress (2016) use the term transformative engagement in recognition of learning as instances 
of communication. They evidence remaking of signs that extend participants’ understandings of meanings 
through three analytical tools: transformation (change within the same mode; e.g., translating a word from 
Arabic to English), transduction (across modes; e.g., describing image using speech), and mimesis (re-
enactment; e.g., imitating a dance with body movement). 

In his work, Kress (2010) focused on transduction and transformation as processes of moving, relating, 
and altering meaning across/in genres, modes, and cultures. Transduction is a move across any 
combination of these, “as well as a ‘move’ between ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ representation” (p. 128). This 
point to the view of reading as interpretation — a move across the rendering of a sign: in textualisation 
(e.g., in the artefact) and recontextualisation (e.g., in interaction). Furthermore, a change of genre or 
discourse is seen as transformation (Kress, 2010). Drawing on an example from Kress (2003), the 
promotional message of a purse underscores a transformation that lifts it out of its context (Italian leather) 
and inserts it in another (made in China). So, the same form(s) stay, but different relations would appear 
in what has been transformed (Kress, 2010). 
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The reality of recognising linguistic and other communication modes as sharing the role of bearing 
meanings has led Kress (2015) to call for a multimodal social semiotic turn in applied linguistics to 
understand the ever-expanding communicative demands of modern life. Such demands arise as we are 
compelled to simultaneously navigate multiplex virtual communication networks that require constant 
expansions of our repertoire (Wei & Lee, 2024). This points to the essential need, within our digital age, 
for a broadening of research and skills within multimodal-multiplex virtual settings, one of which is VE 
as we introduce next. 

Virtual Exchange: The Case of the ENACT Web App 
Previous VE research explored the relationships between multiliteracies development and autonomy 
(Fuchs et al., 2012); the role of semiotic resources in supporting VE participants to embrace differences 
where there is limited common ground (Yang, 2011); and multimodal self-representation and critical 
digital literacy (Satar et al., 2023). This study aligns with these approaches in its approach to critical1 

semiotic awareness within multiliteracies and relational pedagogy. 

Many VE studies explore culture and intercultural communication, yet some of these have been critiqued 
for following a shallow approach to culture that is based on common communicative themes, e.g., travel 
or hobbies (O’Dowd & Dooly, 2020). In response, scholars argued for the inclusion of open discussion on 
cultural, social, and political issues (Helm, 2017). However, Helm (2017) notes that the unpredictability 
of interactions and risk of conflict jeopardising teachers’ careers hold many of them back from adopting a 
critical approach with controversial topics.   

The ENACT web app was adopted in this study to overcome this challenge. ENACT 
(https://enacteuropa.com/) is developed at Newcastle University to scaffold non-experts learn language 
through culture, explore (LEARN interface), and create (CREATE interface) cultural tasks through a 
mixture of media. The role of ENACT is documented in Satar et al. (2025), where interview data 
suggested positive evaluations of its use and statistical findings indicated significant improvement in 
migrants’ self-reported digital skills, specifically in the competency area of content creation. Authors 
argued for inclusive pedagogies through collaboration among diverse communities. 

The ENACT web app affords cultural representations both as facts and information (e.g. how to cook a 
dish or make a flower crown) and as semiotic practice (what one does as part of their lifeworld) (Satar, 
2026). While most cultural activities and digital artefacts created by non-expert users on ENACT appear 
to represent lighter topics (such as food and drinks, festivals, and handcraft), as we will show in this 
article, these can also lend themselves to deeper explorations of cultural practices at participants’ own 
initiative within a safe and inclusive environment. Dervin et al.’s (2024) work on online critical 
interculturality contributes to this argument, where cultural matters cannot be reduced to static traits but 
are best understood as discursive and relational, encouraging people to talk about diversity and their 
reaction to it.  

The ENACT VE model was designed to foster an inclusive pedagogy (Satar, 2026). With a focus on 
using cultural artefacts as catalysts for intercultural communication, the model includes four stages:  

1. Meet (first contact: self-introductions, icebreakers),  
2. Explore (cultural tasks on the web app & each other’s),  
3. Design, Enact & Create (your own cultural tasks), 
4. Re-enact & Reflect (on interculturality, multimodality & social presence). 

The ENACT model resembles O’Dowd and Ware’s (2009) telecollaboration model in that they both share 
an initial phase of online connection and interaction, but it differs by shifting from comparative tasks 
toward exploring individual cultural practices through multimodal creation. ENACT also adds a final re-
enactment and reflection stage and emphasises cultural artefacts as tools for inclusion, avoiding 
essentialising cultural comparisons and fostering interculturality through experiential, multimodal 
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activities. The ENACT VE model and its similarities and differences with both telecollaboration and 
SUNY Collaborative Online International Learning models are explained in detail in Satar (2026).  

The four stages of the ENACT VE model were adapted to implement a multiliteracies-informed VE 
model as part of a broader PhD thesis. Outlined in Almijiwl & Satar (in press), the model is informed by 
Kern’s relational pedagogy to scaffold participants’ conversations about cultural artefacts with the aim to 
foster CSA. This model recognises the importance of direct experiences of intercultural collaboration and 
situates CSA at the heart of its design and within pedagogical moves of knowledge processes (Cope & 
Kalantzis, 2023; Lim et al., 2022), as presented in Figure 1 with a summary of activities. 

Figure 1 

A Multiliteracies-Informed VE Model Using the ENACT Web App 

  
The model introduces the participants to the metalanguage of transpositional grammar, followed by 
multiliteracies-informed reflections on cultural artefacts in videoconferencing sessions. The data analysed 
in this paper comes from an implementation of this model to examine language learners’ construction of 
CSA. 

Methods 

Following a qualitative case study (Yin, 2017), we analyse synchronous video-mediated interactions 
between a single pair of VE participants using social semiotics (Bezemer & Kress, 2016).  

  



6 Language Learning & Technology 
  

 
 
Context and Participants 
Data were collected over a six–week multiliteracies-informed VE. Fourteen volunteer language learners 
(four female/female and two male/male dyads) from higher education institutions (HEIs) in the UK and 
KSA participated in 2023. 

The project (Figure 1) commenced with a training session (week 1) then each dyad first met (week 2) and 
practiced decoding form-function relations without using ENACT. In the second videoconferencing 
session (week 3), they analysed existing cultural tasks on ENACT using the metalanguage of 
transpositional grammar. They then created cultural tasks on ENACT and completed self-reflections 
(week 4-5). After completing another reflection but of partner’s ENACT activity, they met on their 
third/last videoconferencing session (week 6) to discuss the form-function relations in the cultural tasks 
they created.  

We investigate the second and third videoconferencing sessions from one female dyad. Born in Nigeria, 
Dayo was a 45-year-old Marketing PhD student at the UK-HEI and while English is her first language, 
she was still learning it. Born in KSA, Asma was an 18-year-old bachelor student (no assigned major), 
studying C level/advanced English classes at the KSA-HEI and Arabic is her first language. The rationale 
for choosing Dayo and Asma is because they represented the pair with the most diversity in participant 
age and backgrounds — differences serving as a resource for knowledge construction. 

Data Analysis Methods: Social Semiotics 
Social semiotics recognises the semiotic work of sign-makers, exploring forms and meanings as 
contextually situated and accounting for reading as interpretation where signs are made new; motivated in 
the apt “fusion of form/signifier and meaning/signified” (Kress, 2003, p. 41).  It concerns with macro-
level analysis of communication as placed in broader socio-cultural contexts. Although its empirical focus 
was initially on textual analysis, it began to account for recorded interactions (Jewitt et al., 2016).  

Data Selection and Analysis Procedures 
The videoconferencing recordings analysed in this paper were the second and third sessions (Table 1) to 
focus on VE interactions where participants talk about signifier-signified relations in ENACT artefacts. 

Table 1  

Videoconferencing Session Dataset (with ENACT Activities) 

Videoconferencing Session Week Date Duration 
Second; the ENACT activity participants analysed:  
Bondo dance  
(https://enacteuropa.com/?q=node/175) 

3 29/10/2023 01:30:34 

 
Third; the ENACT activity participants created and analysed:  
Igbo marriage attire by Dayo 
(https://enacteuropa.com/?q=node/447) 

 
6 

 
26/11/2023 

 
01:30:15 

Extract selection involved identifying moments of CSA encompassing dimensions of meaning design — 
explained earlier. Those were chosen as the extract selection criterion since Kern’s (2015) CSA is 
grounded on recognising that “[s]igns do not produce meanings in themselves, but interact with their 
social and material contexts and their interpreters to produce meanings” (p. 14). The three dimensions 
(material, social, and individual) were coded in MaxQDA. We identified extracts which included at least 
one of these dimensions. For extract selection for this article, we looked for instances that were coded for 
all three dimensions. Four (from the second session) and six instances (from the third session) were 
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retrieved. This step narrowed down dataset to select the best evidence of representative extracts that 
address the research question. In the analysis section, we present one extract (from the second session) 
and another extract (from the third session) where participants constructed CSA in VE interaction, each 
are preceded by two extracts introducing the signifier in the artefact participants talk about from ENACT.  

We use the table format for transcription (Baldry & Thibault, 2006), where the first column includes the 
line number, timestamps, and speaker. The second column transcribes speech verbatim (Bezemer & 
Kress, 2016), long pauses (duration in seconds) (Jefferson, 2004), sound between parentheses, and 
incomprehensible words with the symbol xxx. Image (screenshots) is included when it reinforces or 
changes the meaning of the conversation and “the word where the screenshot was taken is presented in 
bold font” (Satar et al., 2024, p. 8), corresponding with descriptions of modes of writing, gesture, posture, 
gaze, and action. 

The first step of analysis was to identify the signifier participants talk about (unit of analysis), followed 
by a two-phase analysis: Phase one (process of textualisation): the representation of a signifier on the 
artefact and its meaning potentials, and phase two (process of recontextualisation): how the signifier’s 
meaning potentials are taken up and/or extended by participants and how they construct CSA in this 
process.  

The phases are grounded in the concepts of textualisation (Kern, 2015) and recontextualisation from the 
lens of reading as interpretation (Bezemer & Kress, 2008). Recontextualisation is supportive of CSA as 
attributed to the social semiotic view of communication and learning as transformative engagement.   

Phase One (Process of Textualisation) 
We start with the signifier, analysing modes and signified/meaning potentials, drawing on the concept of 
motivated sign (Kress, 2003). We use the terminology of functions of meanings for signified/meaning 
potentials. Functions of meanings address questions relevant to the signifier; in relation to “what it is 
about (reference), who is doing it (agency), how it hangs together (structure), when and where it is 
situated (context), and why it is produced or what it is for (interest)” (Lim et al., 2022, p. 5).  

Using these functions aids in understanding how apt signifiers bear meanings, sometimes some are made 
more salient than others by given focal prominence (Bezemer & Kress, 2016). Furthermore, we explain 
the material, social, and individual dimensions of meaning design (Kern, 2015) and how these are 
revealed through the analysis of signifier-signified relations. 

Phase Two (Process of Recontextualisation) 
We first attend to what modes and/or signifieds(/functions) VE participants can(/cannot) identify in/for 
the same signifier. Second, we show what dimensions of meaning design participants become aware of, 
and how these are revealed through processes of recontextualisation that reinforce or expand their 
understanding of the relation between signifier-signified. 

This can include the meanings they attend to that are available in the artefact and those they associate 
with it drawing on their own background. We show this in the third step relevant to provenance, tracing 
“where signs come from” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001, p. 1). People might draw on an experience, use, 
or history to lend meaning; thus, each communication by means of provenance is seen as unique (Kress & 
van Leeuwen, 2001). For example, associating Iraq with a new discourse of war speaks to personal 
exposure to media narratives, and hence the provenance relevant to Iraq changes from an ancient 
civilization to it being associated with new political discourse of conflict.  

If details of “provenance” reveal “clues about the authenticity” of a text (Kern, 2015, p. 252), we analyse 
how VE participants respond to that. This is guided by their evaluation of the authenticity of meaning and 
its appropriateness; i.e., questions of fit with personal and social truths (Kress, 2003). 
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Analysis 

We present social semiotic analyses of synchronous video-mediated interactions, where VE participants 
analyse cultural activities on ENACT to identify signifier-signified relations.  

Construction of CSA through Reflection on Existing Cultural Activities  
In the second session (week 3), participants explored the Bondo dance activity on ENACT 
(https://enacteuropa.com/?q=node/175), which describes rituals of the Sande society. The signifier that 
Dayo and Asma talk about in this section is white clay/chalk.  

Phase One (Process of Textualisation) 
The signifier white chalk/clay is introduced using modes of image and speech in the pre-task video 
segment below. 

Extract 1  

Pre-Task: Contextualisation Video 

Note. Video embedded into ENACT: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FN1qz8tp89g 

https://enacteuropa.com/?q=node/175
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FN1qz8tp89g


Wala Almijiwl & Müge Satar  9 
  

  
  
In Extract 1, the YouTube content selected by the sign-maker (ENACT Author) for the Bondo dance 
activity provides information about a masquerade tradition in Sierra Leone, introducing how the Sowei 
mask helps young girls go through initiation. 

For “realignment of reality in textualization”, it is important to attend to what — meaning potentials — 
have been included and excluded from view (Kern, 2015, p. 29). First, ‘white clay’ [line 8] is juxtaposed 
with ‘mask’ [line 9], with imagery [Fig 9] and narrations [lines 8-10] contrasting between their function 
of interest: ‘white clay’ as a reflection of ‘unattractive[ness]’ [line 8], whilst ‘the mask’ is to be seen as 
the ‘ideal’ beauty [line 10]. At the same time, the context in which a signifier is integrated in shapes its 
meanings. So, by incorporating white clay into a dance activity, we may perceive it as an emblem for a 
fun masquerade. 

What has been not explicitly included is that the colour white itself signifies purifying the girls’ heart 
(Leopold, 1983). This function of interest can be understood in terms of the degree of lightness or 
darkness of colour. Starting with the colour black means there is no light, and by gradually increasing 
lightness, we reach the colour white. If we equate black/dark with evil and white/light with good, then 
white purifies a person from darkness/evil. This holds true for the Mande girls since the pureness of white 
clay signifies absence of imperfections, showing a harmlessness — or a clean slate — that is void of all 
things satanic (Taylor, 2014).  

So, if certain signifieds are explicitly included for readers in a framed narrative where, for example, 
unattractiveness [line 8] is made salient, it raises the questions of what meaning potentials may be 
suppressed in the process and whether those equipped with societal expertise can decipher white clay with 
its full context. This is addressed in the analysis that follows. 

Phase Two (Process of Recontextualisation) 
After exploring Bondo dance activity on ENACT, the following interaction happens (Extract 2) where 
Dayo and Asma analyse what/why the white clay/chalk is for (function of interest). The transcript of 
Extract 2 is presented in segments for clarity of analysis. 

In Extract 2 (Segment 1), Dayo identifies the signifier ‘white chalk’ [line 1] but evaluates a constraint on 
meaning (material conditions) in the pre-task video: ‘the storyteller didn’t tell us much about why that is 
done’ [line 3]. The purpose (interest) was made clear — ‘unattractive[ness]’ as stated by the narrators 
[line 8 in Extract 1] — in the pre-task video, which Asma identifies by connecting white chalk with 
looking ‘uglier’ [line 4; Extract 2 (Segment 1)]. While Asma accepts meaning as presented, Dayo 
critiques it — ‘they didn't do it justice, no’ [line 5].  

Dayo comes equipped with existent knowledge about the context of Bondo dance activity [line 7], so she 
expects that white chalk would fit/align with a more purposeful role that she is familiar with — ‘a rite of 
passage’ [line 9]. For Dayo, white chalk is analogous to a ‘masking’ symbol [line 11]; just like a mask 
covers impurities to beautify the skin, a white chalk conceals the ‘young girl’ [line 7] from her ‘youth’ to 
take her ‘into womanhood’ [line 11]. The white chalk as analogous to a mask seems attuned to the 
meaning of purifying the girls’ heart underscored in the textualisation phase (Extract 1). Washing off 
impurities mirrors the symbolic shedding of childhood innocence; a materialisation of attractiveness and 
marital readiness upon taking the white chalk ‘off’ [line 7]. This transition from girlhood ‘into 
womanhood’ that Dayo describes [line 11] arises from local conventions surrounding Bondo initiation. 
According to Leopold (1983), “white clay is an instrumental vehicle for the transformation of persons”, 
equating the ritualistic transition undergone by the initiate with that by a clay pot, both “fashioned into a 
finished, socially useful product” (p. 28-33) — a ‘more attractive and presentable’ product to the 
‘husband’ [Dayo; line 11]. 
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Extract 2 (Segment 1)  

Rite of Passage (Second Session [Part 2]) 

There is a change in Asma’s construction of CSA as she is then able to orient toward the same signifier-
signified relationship as Dayo (white chalk as a rite of passage) — rather than the initial assumption of 
‘uglier’ [line 4; Asma] — through mimesis [line 8]. As Fig 8.1-3 shows, Asma’s re-enactment of a mask 
removal motion unfolds in mode of gesture: she moves both her hands upward toward her face then pulls 
them outward. Through her gesture, we can see the image of an object resembling that of a mask. Asma 
externalises this in a way as to identify its analogy — to transition into a more ‘attractive’ woman upon 
removal of what had masked her [line 8]. The interaction resumes below. 
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Extract 2 (Segment 2)  

Rite of Passage (Second Session [Part 2]) 

In Extract 2 (Segment 2), Dayo demonstrates her awareness of provenance of signs: from white ‘chalk’ 
[line 15] as ‘fun’ to a disguise for ‘barbaric’ practices [line 13]. White chalk is integrated in a dance 
activity, which reflects the signified ‘fun’, but Dayo, drawing on her existent knowledge of social 
conventions (in Bondo), rules it out as ‘barbaric’ [line 13], ascribing a further meaning potential to the 
signifier. Associating white ‘chalk’ with a new discourse of barbarism speaks to knowledge from her 
‘own place’ where ‘the girls’ are taken away, painted in ‘chalk for some days’, taught ‘how to cook’ and 
‘care of the husband’ [line 15], then ‘circumcised’ [line 16] — i.e., female genital cutting (FGC) of all or 
part of the genitalia (Knörr, 2016).  

Moreover, Dayo’s choices of lexis ‘painful’ [line 15], ‘pain’, ‘big festival’, and ‘dance’ [line 16] signal at 
the juxtaposition between emotional responses — of barbaric practices set against perceived fun — that 
draw attention to the experiences of young girls and what they are subjected to. So, the provenance Dayo 
is aware of is mixed: it allows for meanings which recall both festive and painful histories, providing 
resources for Dayo to reinforce the new sign (white chalk as a disguise for barbaric practices) which is 
true to these.  

The ENACT artefact, thus, enabled Dayo to construct CSA where she makes explicit a meaning (disguise 
for barbaric practices) beyond what is available in the pre-task video. Whereas the same artefact did not 
scaffold Asma to engage with CSA as much — due to her limited knowledge about the activity’s context.  
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In the wake of that, Dayo later screen shares a video because it provides ‘a good depiction’ [1:03:17-
1:03:18] of Bondo initiation — where girls recall the horror of being cut at a young age. Readers should 
be aware that this discloses a sensitive issue of Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) that the earlier pre-task 
video on ENACT did not mention, hence reinforcing the meaning barbaric practices, as the final segment 
shows. 

In Extract 2 (Segment 3), the text Dayo introduces [Fig 18] indexes the discourse of the ‘quite painful’ 
practice of FGM [line 18] that was not made explicit in the original artefact. In doing so, Dayo changes 
“the way we view the original” text and “extends the importance of an event beyond its original context” 
(Kern, 2015, p. 28).  

Notably, the authenticity and appropriateness of meaning are evaluated (Kress, 2003) — i.e., how well the 
meanings in the original text align with Dayo’s personal knowledge and with the social truths presented 
by the woman talking about her FGM experience in the video that Dayo shared? Dayo, as the 
consumer/reader, evaluates these in the original text by contrasting its accounts with another source that 
relates to the same discourse world — ‘Bondo initiation in Sierra Leone’ [Fig 18]. By showing a new text 
[Fig 18], Dayo interrogates the omission of ‘barbaric practice’ [line 26] she is aware of from the original 
pre-task video; a practice that she ties first to the discourse of female genital ‘circumci[sion]’ (FGC) [line 
18] then ‘female genital mutilation’ [line 24] after Asma asks her, ‘what does FGM stand for?’ [line 19]. 

In coming-of-age practices (social ecologies) for Bondo initiation, FGC is to cut as a cleansing ritual, 
while the extreme type of FGM involves removing most/all of the external female genitalia and stitching 
closed the vaginal opening (Knörr, 2016). Dayo seems to possess existent knowledge of this, so it renders 
visible why she comes to equate coming-of-age practices as ‘quite painful’ [line 18] and ‘very barbaric’ 
[line 26].  

So, the discourse of ‘FGM’ — that Dayo [lines 24] and Asma [lines 19 and 21] begin using — serves as a 
referent to provenance, that positions the signifier (white chalk) as a disguise for ‘barbaric practice[s]’ 
[line 26] rather than an emblem for a fun masquerade. The former interpretation that discloses barbarism 
resonates more with Dayo’s understandings and the experience of the ‘16’-year-old initiate [line 18] in 
the screen-shared video [Fig 18]. This demonstrates Dayo’s “ability to critically evaluate the source” of 
information by rendering visible “subtle details of… provenance” to “reveal important clues about the 
authenticity… of a text” (Kern, 2015, p. 252). 

Afterward, Asma, who was not aware of FGM, changes her interpretation — that oriented towards the 
available meaning ‘fun’ [line 17] — and arrives to the meaning of disguise for ‘forced’ practices [Asma; 
line 27] attuned to the experience of the escaped initiate where ‘fear’ of exclusion is used as a ‘force’ 
tactic [Dayo; line 28].  

Overall, the identification of divisive issues embedded in the symbolism of Bondo-specific signifiers 
illustrates a change in participants’ construction of CSA. As they engage with two texts, their reading of 
the meaning of white chalk changes in Extract 2: from a reflection of unattractiveness to a rite of passage 
(Segment 1), and from a fun masquerade emblem (Segment 2) to a contested marker of forced 
compliance (Segment 3). The track of these evolving interpretations exemplifies their ability to weave 
together more than one signified, becoming aware that distinct textual sources can index different 
meanings, even when both relate to the same discourse world. 

The VE task required participants to jointly analyse ENACT artefacts. It was structured so that 
discussions are anchored on cultural activities to create opportunities under which knowledge can be 
brought up into dialogic engagement with the artefact to foster CSA. As observed, participants explored 
meaning potentials and evaluated digital activities, thereby preparing them to make decisions about those 
they were to create for the next session. 
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Extract 2 (Segment 3)  

Rite of Passage (Second Session [Part 2]) 

Note. Video in Fig 18: https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=958155837594652  

https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=958155837594652
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Construction of CSA through Reflection on Cultural Activities Participants 
Created 

In the third session (week 6), participants shared interpretations about the Igbo Marriage Attire activity 
designed by Dayo on ENACT (https://enacteuropa.com/?q=node/447), showing garments of the bride 
including the horsetail, which is the signifier analysed in this section. 

Phase One (Process of Textualisation) 
The signifier horsetail is introduced using modes of writing, image, and speech in the vocabulary 
introduction below.  

Extract 3  

Pre-Task: Vocabulary Introduction  

Note. Original sources of images: on the upper right corner (eikonworld), and centre (TohceensTreasures). 

The vocabulary introduction (Extract 3) is designed by the sign-maker (Dayo) as a course presentation 
using the modes of writing, image, and speech. It produces a textualised rendering of the horsetail as one 
of ‘[t]he major materials needed for the maid and her entourage (brides maid)’ [Fig 5].  

If a user clicks on the audio file, a meaning relevant to function of reference is ascribed to the signifier 
‘horsetail’ as ‘a symbol of respect, honour, and royalty’ [slide 5]. So, use of speech brings forward an 
appraisal from the sign maker’s point of view (Bezemer & Kress, 2016). It does not only include the 
vocabulary pronunciation of ‘horsetail, Nza’, but it also explains the meaning of the object within the 
specific context, made explicit to the audience.  

https://enacteuropa.com/?q=node/447
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The image accentuates the horsetail [Fig 5], and speech explains its purpose: i.e., to ‘show’ the bride’s 
‘special’ and ‘respectful position’ as a ‘married women’ [slide 5]. This function of interest is a reflection 
to the values (social ecologies) of ancient Igbo fashion and how certain items have long been associated 
with people of high social status, e.g., chiefs, the wealthy, and titled people (Nwigwe, 2023). Women with 
titles prized and wore accessories made from animal tail hairs to complete their kingly status (Nwigwe, 
2023).  

This may explain how horsetail became linked to respect, honour, royalty [slide 5], and thus status, but 
the latter meaning (status display) has not been made salient on the vocabulary introduction. So, by 
omitting connections to aspects of social ecologies, the vocabulary introduction’s design limits access to 
the embedded histories that made the signifier horsetail sustain its value, especially in signalling status as 
evolved from Igbo culture. The next section presents VE interaction that makes this visible. 

Phase Two (Process of Recontextualisation) 
After Dayo explains the Igbo Marriage Attire activity on ENACT, the following interaction happens 
(Extract 4) where Asma asks why/what the horsetail is for (interest).  

In Extract 4, Asma identifies the signifier ‘horsetail’ whilst making distinctions between what she came to 
know — as unique to Igbo marriage attire — compared to her expectations of familiar representations in a 
world that she knows — i.e., ‘in our weddings’ [line 1]. Said differently, perceiving an image of a bride 
holding a feather like object that is being labelled as a ‘horsetail’ [slide 5; Extract 3] might deviate from 
customary associations — in ‘weddings’ typical of Asma’s background [line 1; Extract 4], presumably 
those in Saudi Arabia — and that of her expectations of what constitutes a familiar signifier in/for a 
wedding ceremony. 

A bridal bouquet is a more common object in most weddings, becoming socially conventionalised, and 
“thereby broadly interpretable” and “closely aligned with people’s expectations or mental models” (Kern, 
2015, p. 44-56). For horsetail, in contrast, what has always been simply designating a tangible part of a 
horse now designates an object held by a bride. Only within the context of the artefact is it apparent 
whether the text refers to animal anatomy or wedding accoutrements. With that, the horsetail, as an 
unconventional signifier, deviates from convention/norms (Bezemer & Kress, 2016). 

By evaluating material conditions within activity frames that do not closely align with people’s 
expectations (Kern, 2015), Asma becomes aware of the inclusion of an unfamiliar signifier. She brings 
forward inquiries around its function of interest — ‘[w]hy horsetail exactly?’ [line 1] — its materiality — 
‘is it a real horsetail?’ [line 3] — and how it is obtained — ‘you kill the horse’ [line 9]. The progress in 
Asma’s reflection [line 1, 3, and 9] — from acknowledging the horsetail’s inclusion in immediate context, 
recognising its absence in own background, to inquiring about its meaning, materiality, and source — 
illustrates the increasing depth of her critical inquiry that “involves an ability to reflect on meaning-
making practices broadly” (Kern, 2015, p. 234). The first question in particular — ‘[w]hy horsetail 
exactly?’ [line 1] — destabilises the signifier-signified relation (horsetail as a symbol of respect, honour, 
and royalty) made salient in the artefact (Extract 3), fracturing the established signification by forcing a 
re-evaluation of why it holds symbolic value in Igbo culture. 

After confirming the signifier ‘horsetail’ as a ‘real’ tail [line 4; Extract 4], Dayo lifts the signifier from its 
wedding context, which is situated as such in the vocabulary introduction, reinserting it into (Kress, 2003) 
narratives of past practices — in ‘the olden days’ [line 6] — and of personal experience — of ‘growing 
up’ with her ‘dad’ [line 16]. Dayo does so while deconstructing its function of interest as a status display, 
where having ‘horses’ conveys wealth [line 6], and ‘hunting’ [line 12] and reserving ‘animal’ parts 
signifies ‘great skills’ [line 16].  

These values of past Igbo practices that relate to status display [line 6, 12, and 16] are used to explain the 
status of the bride as a respectable person [line 8]. This is underscored around shifts in how resources are 
repurposed. 
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Extract 4  

Is It a Real Horsetail? (Third Session) 
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The possession of horsetail ‘during occasions’ [line 8] does not simply mark the bride as respectful, 
honourable, and royal in the same way it once did for people of high social status, e.g., the ‘super rich’ 
[line 6], hunters [line 12], or ‘royal families’ [line 14]. Rather than ranks of wealth, skill, or lineage, the 
ceremonial status symbol lends its inherited ‘prestige’ and prominence [line 8] to the bride, visually 
elevating her change in status — as a married woman. 

What was once a relic of wealth [line 6] and skill [line 16] reserved for elite class and hunters has 
extended into a redefined domain of respectability, i.e., a ceremonial context where special individuals 
can participate in its display. This demonstrates Dayo’s ability to interpret, in connection with personal 
trajectory of knowledge, horsetail beyond its literal use. She recognises that its provenance in symbolising 
status remains intact even as its conventions transgress/expand to respond “to the needs of the culture that 
they serve” (Kern, 2015, p. 225).  

Altogether, both Dayo and Asma surpass knowledge that views horsetail as place-bound (in a wedding 
context) and instead interprets it as embedded in personal trajectory of the world they know and social 
ecologies of meaning continuity attributed to past practices. 

Discussion  

In the previous section, we demonstrated how VE participants constructed CSA within processes of 
recontextualisation of signs (Kern, 2015). Our findings support previous research showing the role of the 
ENACT LEARN interface in exposing students to real-world practices in context-rich, meaningful tasks 
(Satar et al., 2025; Satar, 2026) for active involvement in culture beyond factual knowledge. Extract 2 
was unique in that Dayo came equipped with more knowledge about the activity’s context (Bondo dance). 
Hence, she evaluated a constraint on meaning attached to white chalk, refuted its available meaning 
(unattractiveness) to deduce one of her own (a rite of passage). As a result, Asma shifted from accepting 
the available meaning, to making the same signifier-signified relationship as her partner. This illustrated 
how VE interaction encompassing pairs with different trajectories and more diversity could shape 
emerging interpretations beyond partners’ own experience [line 4 then 8]. 

Dayo then evaluated the omission of barbaric practices in the original text by contrasting its accounts with 
another source that introduced a new terminological denunciation (FGM), which she began using. 
Consequently, Asma constructed a deeper awareness about such divisive issue when she realised that 
Bondo initiation was not fun if girls are forced into it. These findings are similar to the self-assessment 
results of Satar et al. (2025), which showed participants becoming aware of the challenges in evaluating 
the reliability and credibility of digital content after experiencing the ENACT web app. Nevertheless, 
differing outcomes were observed when Dayo and Asma recognised an ideologically driven topic (FGM). 
This underlined an ability to evaluate the authenticity of meanings beyond the textualisation of signs. 
Consequently, they decided that some texts (Extract 1) may offer “only an illusion of truth”, masking 
social issues to idealise (Kern, 2015, p. 20) signifiers like white chalk.  

Furthermore, using the ENACT CREATE interface extends research emphasising the value derived from 
involving learners in both artefact creation and subsequent reflection (Murdoch-Kitt & Emans, 2021; 
Satar et al., 2023). For the third session, the way Dayo produced a textualised rendering of the sign 
(horsetail as a symbol of respect, honour, and royalty) in the vocabulary introduction (Extract 3) was 
interesting because most ENACT activities only have the vocabulary pronunciation. They do not explain 
the signifier’s meaning within the specific context. This can be linked to the way Dayo interrogated a 
misstep (for Bondo dance activity) where an authentic explanation of meanings was not made explicit to 
the audience. This could be a reason why in her vocabulary introduction (Extract 3) she explained the 
meaning of the objects within the context she comes from (Igbo marriage attire), moving closer to 
lifeworld knowledge (Lim et al., 2022). This is therefore suggestive that prior analysis of existing cultural 
tasks on ENACT during the second session (Bondo dance activity; Extract 2) had been influential here. 
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The iterative process of multiliteracies-guided reflection and artefact design created opportunities for 
CSA, which Dayo leveraged to address her partner’s inquires (Extract 4). Whilst Asma managed to start 
reading signs in more depth, despite it involving a context unfamiliar to her (Igbo marriage attire). 
Pedagogically, this last session underlines the impact of sharing/discussing ENACT artefacts. 
Participants, who became producers and interpreters of meanings, are given the opportunity to bring forth 
signifier-signified relations for critical evaluation in interaction. This makes visible the source of what 
they analysed and learned through multiliteracies pedagogy (Cope & Kalantzis, 2023), and them applying 
this knowledge in action (i.e., in VE interaction) with subsequent reflection. Subsequent reflection 
generated artefact-focused conversations, drawing out personal stories and experiences, instead of directly 
asking partners to share their beliefs (Murdoch-Kitt & Emans, 2021). Participants also capitalised on 
existing representations to elaborate on meanings (Satar et al., 2023) or highlight similarities in variations 
to maintain interaction about new contexts (Yang, 2011). 

As we demonstrated, using seemingly noncontroversial topics — with dance or attire activities — 
provided VE participants with low-stakes entry points, being gradual springboards for critical 
perspectives and personal accounts around the signs that they themselves can freely identify, without 
feeling pressured to conform to any predetermined interpretations imposed on them (also see Satar, 2026). 
This does not mean a disregard to critical VE with controversial topics (e.g., Hauck, 2023; O’Dowd & 
Dooly, 2020), but rather a recognition that a multiliteracies-informed inquiry into digital cultural artefacts 
on ENACT can equip students with the analytical lens to navigate potential contentious or difficult 
discussions for CSA construction. 

Conclusion 

We explored how participants constructed CSA in a multiliteracies-informed VE using the ENACT web 
app. VE participants showed an understanding of the influence of material conditions in constraining 
meanings and analysed the culturally influenced relations between signifiers and signifieds beyond what 
is presented in the artefact. Our findings align with the social semiotic turn in applied linguistics (Kress, 
2015) by challenging linguistic competence bias and treating ‘language’ as one of the resources within 
language learners’ repertoire for sharing meanings in technology-mediated communication. 

Our findings are context-specific in line with the case study approach which enable naturalistic 
generalisations. While VE interactions of one dyad analysed here may not be representative of broader 
VE pairings because of the age difference between the participants, they shed light on the strengths of 
mixed-age VE interaction, such as those reported by Fuchs (2024), where older adults were recognised as 
unique sources of linguistic and cultural knowledge in a VE organised for higher education students in the 
USA. 

Parallel to Kern (2015), Lim et al. (2022), and Satar et al.’s (2023) propositions, we showed that a 
student-centred multiliteracies pedagogy has the potential to create opportunities for participants to 
construct CSA through analysis of and critical reflection on meaning-making in multimodal texts. Several 
factors appeared to play a role in this (task design, technology affordances, digital artefacts, intercultural 
interaction, age differences between the participants) and future research is needed to understand to what 
extent each factor impacts CSA construction. 
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Notes 

1. There are other approaches to criticality in VE, such as Hauck’s (2023) Critical Virtual Exchange 
(CVE) framework, which focuses on using accessible digital tools, translanguaging, and critical 
digital literacy to engage underrepresented students in socially just, SDG-aligned global learning, 
fostering collaborative action and critical global citizenship through inclusive, research-informed 
practices and community-impact projects. 
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