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TECHNOLOGY IN PRACTICE FORUM

Multimodal visualization reflections for collaborative
pre-task planning in L2 Spanish
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Abstract

Within L2 writing research, pre-task planning has gained increasing attention over the past couple of
decades, yet multimodal approaches in beginning-level classrooms remain underexplored. This
technology-in-practice paper reports the integration of collaborative multimodal visualization reflections
(MVRs) as a pre-task planning strategy in a college-level beginning L2 Spanish course. Using a free
online drawing and painting tool, students created visual representations of their current understanding
of Spanish reflexive verbs prior to completing an individual writing task. Potential benefits observed
include learners’ engagement with multiple semiotic modes, the facilitation of discussion about the target
structure, increased peer interaction, the promotion of metacognitive awareness, and the support of
deeper conceptual development. This paper details the MVR procedures and discusses its pedagogical
benefits as well as challenges related to technology use and task design. It concludes with practical
insights to guide instructors interested in implementing multimodal pre-task planning activities in
beginning L2 contexts.
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Introduction

Over the past two decades, multimodality has received increasing attention in second language (L2)
instruction. Specifically, the rise of digital and media technologies has accelerated the integration of
multimodal tasks in L2 classrooms. A multimodal approach involves the use of multiple (or at least two)
modes of communication, such as linguistic, aural, spatial, and visual, to help learners construct meaning
and expand their knowledge of topics and concepts in general (Kress, 2010). Each mode contributes
uniquely to the learning process by offering distinct perspectives and cognitive demands. As Kress and
van Leeuwen (2001) argue, the interplay of these modes enhances comprehension by engaging students in
different types of interpretive processes, allowing them to revisit and expand their prior knowledge.
Similarly, Moreno and Mayer (2007) emphasize that multimodal learning environments present content
through both verbal and non-verbal modes such as spoken words and visual elements, activating learners’
auditory and visual modalities.

Building on this framework, this paper introduces digital multimodal visualizations reflections (MVRs) as
a pre-task activity in the L2 Spanish classroom. Kessler (2024) defines MVRs as a data elicitation
technique in which students are asked to represent their understanding of a topic on paper or digitally.
These visualizations may depict a process, a concept, or their current knowledge of a specific topic by
combining images and text; in digital formats, they may also include spoken text through audio
recordings. The primary objective of this pedagogical practice is to prompt students to engage with and
reflect on aspects of the target language, such as grammar and vocabulary, prior to completing a writing
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task. Through this multimodal engagement, students collaboratively discuss and illustrate key linguistic
elements (e.g., a grammatical concept) that they are learning in class. This task design not only supports
language development through the integration of visual and textual elements but also fosters peer
interaction and collective meaning-making. Specifically, in this paper, I demonstrate how beginning L2
learners of Spanish can use digital MVRs to review and internalize grammatical concepts prior to writing.

While research on multimodality in L2 instruction is growing, the application of MVRs remains relatively
underexplored, in the context of L2 writing instruction. Recent studies have highlighted the pedagogical
potential of multimodal visualizations tasks in applied linguistics, offering valuable insights into their
various uses. For example, MVRs have been used to develop genre awareness (e.g., Kessler & Tuckley,
2023), promote metacognitive reflection (e.g., Negretti & McGrath, 2018), and express individual
identities and ideologies (e.g., Ahn, 2021). These studies emphasize the versatility of MVRs, suggesting
they can serve a wide range of instructional objectives. Overall, these tasks have the potential to mediate
and enhance L2 learning. Particularly, teachers could leverage MVRs as pre-task planning tools to foster
student thinking before writing.

In L2 pedagogy, pre-task planning (PTP) activities are typically designed to activate learners’ schema by
encouraging students to brainstorm, discuss, or visualize a topic before engaging in language tasks. These
preparatory activities tap into students’ previous knowledge and experiences related to a specific topic
and may be completed either individually or collaboratively. When conducted with a partner or in groups,
pre-task activities promote interaction in the target language, maximize students’ talking time, and
ultimately support language development.

In the context of L2 writing instruction, traditional prewriting or brainstorming strategies, such as
clustering, mind maps, graphic organizers, drawing, pair or small group discussion, and freewriting, help
students explore content and language prior to writing. These strategies have shown to enhance writing
quality and foster communicative engagement by enabling students to explore different interpretations of
the writing prompt, access relevant grammar and vocabulary, and better organize ideas (Byrd, 2011).
However, traditional PTP activities in writing are primarily monomodal, prioritizing the linguistic mode
(i.e., spoken and written text). Some strategies, such as clustering and outlining, are marginally
multimodal, as they incorporate limited visual elements (e.g., bubbles and lines) to represent relationships
among ideas.

Although the benefits of PTP are widely acknowledged in L2 writing literature, extant research has
primarily focused on planning types, group dynamics, language use, and individual writing performance
(e.g., Ellis, 2021; Ellis & Yuan, 2004; Fernandez Dobao, 2012; Gao & Min; 2021). While findings
generally support the value of PTP, scholars continue to debate its most effective forms and applications.
Therefore, language teachers are encouraged to critically consider how to best integrate PTP into
instruction to maximize its effects on students’ writing performance. Here, the integration of multimodal
approaches like MVRs offers a promising alternative to traditional, monomodal, text-based planning.

By combining multiple modes of communication, MVRs enhance both linguistic and metacognitive
development. The digital nature of the task introduces learners to new technological tools, promoting
digital literacy and land language proficiency at the same time. Additionally, this type of task can
transform the classroom into a more interactive, student-centered space where learners actively construct
meaning through collaboration and creativity. Adopting this approach can yield deeper insights into
students’ learning processes while enriching their overall language learning experience.

Instructional Context

The MVR technique was implemented in an undergraduate second-semester L2 Spanish II course at a
large public university in the United States. The participants included 16 students (11 females and 5
males), aged between 19 and 23 years old, whose first language was English. The Spanish language
program at this university serves students from all majors, most of whom are required to take at least two
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semesters of a foreign language for graduation. Spanish II is an elementary-level course that builds on
foundational skills across all four domains: speaking, listening, reading, and writing. In terms of writing,
the course is designed to teach students how to explain, describe, and narrate a variety of familiar topics
in simple texts and short paragraphs.

The course followed a textbook-based curriculum, covering five thematic units: (1) Daily life, (2) Around
the city, (3) Shopping, (4) Health, and (5) My house. The course components were shared with the
students via a Learning Management System—Canvas. Specifically, students had access to a digital
textbook and an online platform through which they completed asynchronous assignments, which
accounted for 25% of the final grade. As such, students engaged regularly with technology and online
resources. Additionally, students completed in-class assignments using other digital tools from the
Microsoft suite (e.g., Teams and PowerPoint), Canva, and WordWall. The class met three times a week,
twice for 75 minutes and once for 50 minutes respectively.

The first unit of the course introduces the Spanish reflexive verbs. Students continue to practice reflexive
verbs both in the present, preterit, and imperfect tenses throughout the semester. This concept tends to be
very challenging for L2 Spanish learners due to significant syntactic differences between Spanish and
English; reflexive verbs in Spanish follow a grammatical pattern that does not exist in English (Barroso,
2015). In Spanish, reflexive constructions involve the subject and the object referring to the same entity.
Thus, in the sentence Yo me cepillo los dientes (‘I brush my teeth’), both the subject pronoun ‘yo’ and the
object pronoun ‘me’ refer to the same individual, the agent and recipient of the action. To scaffold
students’ understanding and application of this complex concept, a digital MVR was used as a pre-task
planning activity with a two-fold purpose: to have students represent their current understanding of
reflexive verbs and to provide an opportunity to review the concept using at least two communication
modes. The pedagogical implementation of this technique is detailed in the following section.

Description of Teaching Practices

While students were learning the preterit to talk about daily routines in the past tense, students were asked
to complete an MVR to demonstrate their understanding of reflexive verbs and their application in a
subsequent individual writing task. Prior to the MVR, the learners were introduced to Kleki
(https://kleki.com/), a drawing and painting tool that they would use to create their visualizations. Kleki is
a free, browser-based platform that requires no installation, making it easily accessible and user-friendly.
It is primarily designed for creating digital illustrations and other artistic projects, and it supports
collaborative work by allowing multiple users to work on the same project in real time. Some of the key
features include palettes, layers, brush options, paint bucket, text box, and other design elements. The
software also offers an integrated tutorial, which can be used as a training resource for learners. Figure 1
shows several of the key features of Kleki.

A brief demonstration of the key features was conducted before the task. Following this demonstration,
students were asked to form dyads and were provided with the following written instructions for the pre-
task planning MVR:

In class this semester, you have been learning about reflexive verbs in Spanish. With your
partner, you are going to visualize reflexive verbs. That is, I want to you imagine that you are
explaining the concept to another learner of Spanish who is unfamiliar with reflexive verbs. For
instance: What are they? How are they formed? When do you use them? What else should this
person know about reflexive verbs?

With your partner, you are now going to compose a picture using Kleki that represents
reflexive verbs. Your visualization can consist of anything (e.g., words, pictures, shapes, colors).
Your goal is to produce a visualization that conveys what reflexive verbs are in Spanish as clearly
as possible. You will have approximately 10 minutes to create your visualization using Kleki.
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Written instructions in students’ L1 were provided to ensure students’ full understanding of the task,
allowing them to refer to the guidelines as needed while they worked on their multimodal visualizations.
As mentioned, students were given 10 minutes to complete the MVR activity in class. During the MVR
activity, I circulated in the classroom to address any questions, particularly those related to the functions
of the different features of the platform.

After completing the task, students downloaded their visualization and shared them with me. Across the
submissions, I noticed that several dyads blended images, short written descriptions in the target
language, and brief grammatical explanations in English. In some cases, students experimented with
reflexive constructions by pairing a conjugated verb in the preterite with an infinitive form, demonstrating
their emerging understanding that only the first verb in the phrase required conjugation. I also saw
frequent attempts to match images with actions such as ‘peinarse’ (to comb oneself) or ‘mirarse’ (to look
at oneself) as in the mirror, which suggests that students were using visuals to reinforce the meaning of
the reflexive forms they were practicing. As I reviewed more of these submissions, I found that students
often relied on familiar daily routines, such as getting up (levantarse = to get oneself up) or brushing hair
(cepillarse = to brush one’s hair), to ground their understanding, which made their grammatical choices
seem purposeful rather than random. These patterns gave me insight into how students were internalizing
the concept and where they still needed support.
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The following activity was an individual writing task. Therefore, the purpose of the pre-task planning
MVR was to help students review a complex grammatical concept in a collaborative environment in
preparation for the individual writing assignment where they had to use the target concept. The following
written instructions were provided to the students for the individual writing task:

Now that you have finished the pre-writing activity, you are going to complete an
individual writing activity on your own. Open a word document on your computer. Write your
name at the top of the page.

Here is your writing prompt: Write a paragraph about Alberto. Alberto is a college
student, and he also works in the evening. Describe what he did yesterday. Be sure to use
reflexive verbs when describing his activities. Your paragraph should be 7—10 sentences. You
have 20 minutes. Once you are finished, please email me your paragraph.

Practical Benefits and Challenges

Benefits

The observations I report on this section are based on instructor notes and classroom experience and are
offered as practitioner reflections rather than systematically collected research data. Based on my
classroom implementation, there appear to be multiple benefits to using this multimodal visualization task
in the L2 classroom. In the following paragraphs, I highlight the most salient benefits and challenges I
observed during its implementation in my beginning L2 Spanish class. I also include students’ self-
reported benefits, which they shared with me informally after completing the tasks.

Engagement in a non-traditional task. Traditional activities to learn and review grammar tend to be
monomodal and completed individually (e.g., fill-in-the-blank worksheets). A digital collaborative MVR
task involves multiple senses: visual, auditory, and kinesthetic, as well as technological tools, making the
task more engaging and appealing to different learning styles and abilities. Through this MVR, the dyads
were able to engage in the production of a visualization that required the use of images, colors, and text,
as they discussed the usage of Spanish reflexive verbs. Students were able to demonstrate their
understanding in a way that went beyond traditional written exercises such as fill-in-the-blanks and verb
conjugations. The task was a smooth transition from other types of exercises into something more
engaging, which at the same time prepared them for a subsequent individual writing task.

Peer interaction and collaboration. As students collaborated to create their MVRs, I observed substantial
peer interaction during the activity. The inherently collaborative nature of this task appeared to prompt
dynamic exchanges in which students deliberated over both content and form. In addition to negotiating
which semiotic modes to include in their representation (e.g., images, text, colors), students also
discussed linguistic choices. These interactions frequently led to language-related episodes (LREs)
(Swain & Lapkin, 1998), where students jointly negotiated grammar, lexis, and mechanics, thus
promoting metalinguistic awareness and increasing the learners’ confidence in using the target structure.
Notably, the peer interaction was, in most cases, sustained from the beginning until the end of the task.
This pedagogical implementation suggests that through discussion and peer scaffolding, students
supported one another in reviewing and understanding the target grammatical concept. While these
interactions were not recorded or analyzed as empirical data, they suggest that the task created space for
metalinguistic engagement alongside multimodal design.

Metacognitive skills. The collaborative production of an MVR constitutes a metacognitive activity in its
entirety. As demonstrated in this classroom intervention, MVR tasks have the potential to foster students’
metacognitive engagement by prompting discussion about different aspects of the assignment. For
example, upon receiving the instructions, students engaged in extensive planning, deliberating over how
to best approach the task. They discussed different modalities, particularly how to visually represent the
concept of reflexive verbs and what accompanying text to include. These conversations also involved



6 Language Learning & Technology

joint decision-making and problem-solving. Most importantly, the task prompted discussion of the target
grammatical concept. Students articulated their understanding of Spanish reflexive verbs, often recalling
prior knowledge and confirming their learning. In some cases, students acknowledged gaps in their
understanding, noting that they had partially forgotten the concept and needed to review it. In this regard,
the task supported students’ monitoring of their own learning of the target structure. Additionally, there
was evidence of evaluative conversations, as several dyads reflected on the overall clarity and quality of
their illustrations. In this way, the activity functioned not only as an opportunity to review previously
learned content but also as an informal assessment, an aspect I discuss in the following section.

A tool for assessment of students’ learning. Finally, the use of MVRs demonstrated potential as an
informal or formative assessment tool. As students collaborated while I circulated around the classroom, I
was able to gauge their understanding of the target concept in real time. Specifically, this activity allowed
me to assess the progress students had made since the concept was introduced at the beginning of the unit.
The task proved highly informative in revealing students’ grasp of a specific element of the course
content. As such, MVRSs can serve as a valuable tool for formative assessment at the conclusion of a unit.
I further elaborate on this potential in the Lessons Learned section.

Drawing on informal post-task conversations with the students, it seemed that the MVR activity was a
novel experience for some. In general, students described the activity as a potentially effective way to
demonstrate their understanding of a complex grammatical concept through an alternative mode of
expression. Some students suggested that completing the MVR served as a form of self-explanation,
which may have contributed to a deeper understanding of reflexive verbs. Their informal feedback also
implied that the activity may have reinforced the idea that language learning involves conceptual depth
beyond memorization of textual vocabulary. In addition, several students reported appreciating the
opportunity to complete the assignment collaboratively and highlighted that peer interaction may have
supported conceptual review before transitioning to the independent writing activity. Others noted that the
MVR appeared to reinforce prior knowledge of verb tenses and clarify the use of pronouns with reflexive
verbs.

Challenges

One notable challenge was that some students took longer than expected to begin creating their
illustrations; consequently, the completion time needed to be extended. This initial delay could likely be
attributed to two different factors: 1) it was the students’ first experience with a digital pre-task planning
in preparation for a writing task and 2) they were unfamiliar with the digital platform used. These
challenges suggest the need for a more thorough introduction to the tool prior to initiating the activity,
something I discuss in the lessons learned section. Providing a hands-on demonstration and allowing
students time to explore Kleki’s key features individually could help build both familiarity and confidence
in using the digital tool. Repeated exposure plays a crucial role in developing digital literacy and user
assurance, especially when learners are introduced to new platforms, regardless of how intuitive those
platforms may seem.

When asked about challenges they encountered, some students reported initial difficulty with the task and
suggested that more structured guidelines might have been beneficial, while others described the
assignment as engaging yet challenging, particularly with regard to the use of reflexive verbs. Overall,
informal student feedback appears to indicate that, although the task was perceived as effective in
supporting learning, representing a grammatical concept through multimodal means may be cognitively
demanding and could require additional scaffolding. To support students more effectively at the
beginning of the task, it may be helpful to provide a list of reflexive verbs for them to choose from to use
in their visualization. Providing a hands-on demonstration and some linguistic scaffolding could ease the
initiation of the task and reduce cognitive load.

Overall, students appeared highly engaged throughout the MVR activity. The interactive and
collaborative elements of the task contributed to a positive learning environment, where meaningful
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interaction and peer support were central not only to task completion but also to continued learning of the
target grammatical concept. The implementation of this classroom intervention suggests that multimodal,
collaborative pre-task planning can enhance learner engagement, metalinguistic awareness, and formative
assessment opportunities, while also presenting manageable challenges related to cognitive load and
technological familiarity. Addressing these challenges through targeted scaffolding and explicit tool
training can further strengthen the pedagogical effectiveness of MVR tasks in the L2 classroom.

Lessons Learned

Based on my recent experience implementing MVRs in a college-level beginning L2 Spanish class, I
offer the following recommendations for teachers planning to incorporate similar tasks into their own L2
contexts. It is important to keep in mind that each group of learners is unique, and successful
implementation may require careful adaptation to students’ specific needs, proficiency levels, and
classroom dynamics.

1. Model the task. Provide a model MVR to demonstrate expectations. For example, teachers might
consider creating their own MVRs about a recently taught grammatical concept. While this model
should focus on a different grammatical element than the assigned task to avoid limiting student
creativity, it will offer a visual reference and help familiarize students with the task expectations. This
scaffolding could also increase students’ buy-in, and, at the same time, it would better prepare
teachers to address potential students’ questions.

2. Provide clear instructions. In addition to clearly explaining the steps of the task orally, it is best to
also have them in writing, as students can reference them as they work. Providing instructions in two
modes, can be very helpful for students, especially if followed by opportunity for them to ask
clarification questions. This will ensure all students know what they are required to do.

3. Familiarize students with the digital tool. Ensure students are comfortable and ready to use the
chosen platform. If the platform is new to them, allocate sufficient time to demonstrate its key
features and allow space for individual exploration and questions. This preparation will facilitate a
smoother implementation. Teachers might consider projecting the main screen of the platform for the
class and demonstrating how the key features work.

4. Presentation of the MVRs. While this MVR activity was used a pre-task planning for writing, teachers
might consider giving students time to present their visualizations to the class before they engage in
the writing task. That is, dyads can take turns describing the different elements of their MVRs and
sharing more about their experience. This additional step can add to the students’ preparation for the
individual writing task, and it can also be used for the teachers to make general clarifications and
provide feedback as needed.

Multimodal visualization reflections offer valuable pedagogical potential in second language classrooms,
particularly as tools for pre-task planning. Unlike traditional pre-task planning activities, which are often
monomodal and completed individually, MVRs promote collaborative learning by encouraging students
to work in pairs or small groups. This fosters peer interaction and shared problem-solving, and
negotiation of meaning, which are key processes in communicative language learning. In addition, MVRs
tap into students’ creativity by inviting them to visually represent their understanding of a grammatical
concept or topic using digital tools. This creative process not only deepens students’ engagement with the
content but also makes complex and abstract concepts more concrete and accessible. Given these benefits,
I encourage language teachers to explore the integration of MVRs for a range of instructional purposes,
from grammar review to cultural exploration.

The integration of digital tools further enhances the relevance of MVRs by building students’ digital
literacy, an increasingly important skill in both academic and real-world contexts. By tapping into
students’ creativity and offering opportunities for engagement, MVRs can increase motivation and make
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learning more inclusive and dynamic. The visual component helps to scaffold understanding for learners
who may struggle with text-heavy tasks. In sum, MVRs represent a valuable pedagogical strategy that
bridges language, cognition, collaboration, and creativity.
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