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Abstract 
As a need of global cultural diversity and multimodal communication in Big 
Data era, the cultivation of college students’ English multi-literacies becomes 
an indispensable new trend of English teaching at college in China. This pa-
per firstly introduces the basic concept of multi-literacy briefly. Then, it ana-
lyzes the statistics of the questionnaire about college students’ multi-literacies 
in Hebei Province. Based on the status quo and demands of students’ English 
multi-literacies, this paper makes some suggestions on how to improve stu-
dents’ English multi-literacies. Hopefully, this paper may have some enlight-
ment for English multi-literacy teaching and learning. 
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1. Introduction 

UNESCO defines literacy as: “The ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, 
communicate and compute using printed and written materials associated with 
varying contexts.” (UNESCO, 2004: p. 13). Nowadays the form and connotation 
of literacy have changed. Besides traditional text forms, the ways of spreading 
information have multiplied. College English classes are also affected by new 
media. The traditional teaching method focused on reading and writing can em-
ploy more diversified approaches. Multimodal learning is able to be accomplished 
through multiple channels such as space, images, animation, networks, etc. What’s 
more, college students, as digital natives, are more open to the multimodality in 
forms of vision, hearing, touch, etc. The cultural diversity and world unity re-

How to cite this paper: Guan, C., & Li, F. P. 
(2020). The Investigation on the Status Quo 
and Demands of English Multi-Literacies of 
College Students in Hebei Province. Crea-
tive Education, 11, 617-623. 
https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2020.115046 
 
Received: April 4, 2020 
Accepted: May 3, 2020 
Published: May 6, 2020 
 
Copyright © 2020 by author(s) and  
Scientific Research Publishing Inc. 
This work is licensed under the Creative 
Commons Attribution International  
License (CC BY 4.0). 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

  Open Access

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2020.115046  May 6, 2020 617 Creative Education 
 

https://www.scirp.org/journal/ce
https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2020.115046
https://www.scirp.org/
https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2020.115046
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


C. Guan, F. P. Li 
 

quire college English teaching to abandon the shortcomings of the traditional li-
teracy pedagogy which only focused on language teaching. Cultivation of students’ 
multi-literacies becomes necessary. Instead of obtaining knowledge only through 
printed text, college students can acquire knowledge through the auditory, visual 
and other multimodal media channels. Meanwhile their ability of multicultural 
exchanges and critical thinking will definitely be enhanced.  

2. Literature Review  

The New London Group (1996) first proposed the concept of multi-literacies in 
1996. In the Harvard Educational Review, they published a paper entitled “A 
Pedagogy of Multi-literacies: Designing Social Futures”. They proposed a series 
of hypotheses for college literacy teaching, aiming to help students adapt to rap-
id social changes in the near future and meet the challenges of economic globa-
lization, language and cultural pluralism, and communicative technology diver-
sification. 

Many foreign scholars have done a lot of research on multi-literacies. For 
example, Gamble and Easingwood (2000) pointed out that traditional sense of 
literacy is far from enough for modern people, they must acquire multi-literacies 
by searching, selecting, designing and utilizing online resources. Duncum (2004) 
thought multi-literacies refers to the ability that based on the interactive use of 
different communication patterns. Williamson (2005) insisted multi-literacies re-
fers to the ability that is able to read all kinds of media and modes. Domestic mul-
ti-literacies research is still in its infancy, and related presentations and research 
results have only appeared in recent years. For example, Hu (2007) and Hu & 
Dong (2006) have conducted in-depth study of multimodality in social semio-
tics, emphasizing the importance of cultivating college students’ multi-literacies; 
Wei (2013) constructed a multi-literacies training model in college English class 
based on the research of hyper-textualized teaching concepts, and proved that 
multi-modal teaching can effectively improve students’ English listening and 
speaking ability. By carrying out an empirical study, Zhang (2011) explored the 
application and influencing factors of multi-literacies of English major under-
graduates in senior and junior levels. There is no doubt that foreign scholars have 
made outstanding achievements in language teaching and learning of multimo-
dality and multi-literacies, and the findings offer valuable guidance and reference 
to domestic studies. Whether the concept and practice which have been proved 
successful abroad can possibly apply to Chinese conditions is still an open ques-
tion. Therefore, it is necessary for domestic scholars to conduct deeper studies 
on multi-literacies in the context of Chinese English teaching and learning. Be-
sides theoretical studies, empirical studies are also necessary for domestic re-
search in this field, with the fact that it can provide more first-hand data from 
the real context of English teaching class.  

This paper tries to investigate the current situation of Hebei college students’ 
awareness and ability of multi-literacies by questionnaires and provide the first-hand 
data for improving college students’ ability of multi-literacies.  
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3. Research Design 

As mentioned above, multi-literacies is introduced to China in recent years, and 
teaching practice under its guidance is still undergoing. However, with the ex-
pansion of global multicultural exchanges in digital information age, it is an in-
dispensable requirement for college students to cultivate the ability of interpreting 
and constructing information and meanings through various modal forms, that 
is, the ability of multi-literacies. The research aims to find out the current status 
of multi-literacies of college students in Hebei and to know student’s needs to 
promote their multi-literacies. Questionnaire is the major research method, ac-
companied by random interview.  

3.1. Subject 

Hebei province has rich higher education and a large number of college stu-
dents. Promoting college English teaching and cultivating qualified graduates with 
high-leveled English are the major targets for college English teacher in Hebei 
Province. In order to reflect the status quo of college students’ multi-literacies to 
the greatest extent, the researchers selected five universities as the survey objects, 
namely Yanshan University, Hebei University, Baoding University, Langfang 
Teachers University, and Shijiazhuang Science and Technology Information Vo-
cational College. Located in different urban areas of Hebei Province and with 
different levels of schooling and recruitment, the five schools can objectively and 
comprehensively reflect the current status and needs of college students in Hebei 
Province. 660 subjects participated in this questionnaire survey, majoring in law, 
news communication, preschool education, biochemical technology, and elec-
tronic information engineering technology respectively. They are from Grade 1 
to 3 of the above-mentioned schools with the ratio of male to female basically 
balanced. Totally, 660 copies of questionnaire were distributed and 653 valid were 
recollected. 

3.2. Research Tools 

Three research tools are employed in this research, namely, questionnaire, statis-
tical software, and interviews. 

The questionnaire is divided into two major items (see Table 1). The first 
item (Titles 1 - 30) aims to investigate Hebei college students’ recognition of mul-
ti-literacies and the main modalities. Likert Scale is used here to show the prefe-
rence. 1 means that it is completely in line with subject’s situation; 2 means that 
it is in line with subject’s situation; 3 means uncertainty; 4 means that it does not 
meet subject’s situation; 5 means that it does not meet subject’s situation at all. 
Students choose the corresponding statement according to their own situation. 
The second item (Titles 31 - 37) is multiple-choices with the purpose to investi-
gate the situation and needs of college students using the Internet to conduct 
multi-literacies. The data is collected and sorted by statistical software. In addi-
tion, the researchers randomly interviewed the students to know more about 
their understanding and needs for multi-literacies. 
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Table 1. Structure of “Multi-literacies Questionnaire”. 

Components Objectives Items 

Awareness 
 

Forms 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PPT teaching 
Internet usage 

to check the concept of “modality”, “multimodality” 
“multi-literacies” 
to check the different forms of multimodality 
language form (written & oral) 
visual form (picture, amination, color, table, etc.) 
auditory form (sound, music, volume, tone, etc.) 
gestural form (facial expressions, body languages, etc.) 
spatial form (proximity, spacing, layout, etc.) 
combination of different forms 
to check students’ acceptance and usage of PPT 
to check students’ usage and needs of Internet 

1 - 4 
 
 

5 - 9 
10 - 12 
13 - 15 
16 - 18 
19 - 20 
21 - 23 
24 - 30 
31 - 37 

3.3. Research Results 
3.3.1. Students’ Awareness of Multi-Literacies 
As for the three terms, namely “modality”, “multimodality” and “multi-literacies”, 
51.45% of the participants show that they have never heard of the two words 
“modal” and “multimodal”. The figure indicating students who do not understand 
the meaning of the two words is as high as 58.96%. In comparison, the proportion 
of students who have never heard of the term “multi-literacies” falls to 39.82%, but 
the proportion of students who don’t understand the meaning of the word re-
bounds to 47.93%. These figures reflect that more than half of the participants in 
this survey know little about both the concept and meaning of modality and re-
lated terms.  

In terms of different forms of multimodal communication, 58.04% of the stu-
dents do not know that besides the language mode, there are other modes, such 
as: auditory, visual, physical, spatial modal. In the survey of language modalities, 
71.36% of students know that language is a form of information presentation, 
usually in both spoken and written form. This result indicates that language is 
still the major way to communicate. However, compared with other presentation 
methods (sound, picture, video, animation, color, etc.), language is not the res-
pondents’ most favorable way. Less than one-third (26.65%) prefer to use lan-
guage, the traditional way of expression, to present and exchange information. 
When it comes to communication in oral English, only 30.93% of the subjects 
can use appropriate pronunciation, intonation, and vocabulary according to dif-
ferent occasions. In terms of translation, (both written and oral), the proportion 
of students who can accurately translate only accounts for 18.38%. All of these 
show that language is gradually losing its prominent stage of communication. 
Students’ ability of using language appropriately according to different occasion, 
style and listeners needs to be further improved. In terms of other modalities, 
namely, visual symbols, auditory symbols, physical symbols, and spatial symbols, 
most students believe that sometimes these modalities are more effective than 
words, and can read and utilize the information presented through these modal-
ities. Nearly half (45.79%) of the students admit that modal combinations can 
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better convey meaning and present information. More than half (64.32%) of 
students often touch, read and enjoy a variety of information symbols including 
pictures, sounds, videos, and texts in their daily life and study. These reflect that 
nowadays students can easily access to multimodalities, and they also come to 
realize the satisfying effect of multimodalities in information exchange and com-
munication. However, as for the statement “I can quickly understand the infor-
mation presented by different modal combinations”, the proportion of students 
who choose uncertainty and disagreement accounts for 61.4%. It indicates that 
how to decode the meaning of different modes should be taught to students and 
continuous practice is a must.  

3.3.2. Students’ Situation and Needs of Internet 
As one of the important embodiments of multimodal teaching—PPT teaching, 
60% of students express that they prefer multimodal PPT teaching. This shows 
that the traditional teaching mode of “blackboard + teaching aid + textbook” can 
no longer meet the needs of students. They want to acquire knowledge and mas-
ter skills in a more diversified way. But at the same time, students confess that 
they still have many difficulties in PPT-making, from information query to PPT 
production. For example, students who received interview say they can’t find the 
channels through which they can quickly find the information they need in the 
information-overloaded virtual world. They don’t know how to examine the au-
thenticity of information, how to select information, and how to make effective 
use of video and audio, space layout, Color fonts, etc. when making PPT. 

As for the situation and needs of using the network for multi-literacies learn-
ing, 93.72% of students think the main role of Internet is to find information, 
followed by communication (78.87%) and entertainment games (76.11%). This 
coincides with the choice of the statement “What are the tools for you to get in-
formation” 99.23% of the students choose the network, 60.18% of the students 
choose to communicate or discuss with others, and only 39.51% of the students 
choose the library. It is obvious that most of the students prefer internet due to 
its convenient and timely characteristics. About the question “which capabilities 
have you already obtained?”, making PPT presentation is on the top with 86.37% 
voting. However, through interviews, many students say that they can make PPTs, 
but the ability to search and filter information is relatively weak. Texts, pictures 
are still the two main employed-forms of finished PPT work. Students rarely use 
other forms in PPT presentation, such as music, animation, layout, etc. About the 
question “In the information age, what skills do you think you should have?”, 
the top three choices are information acquisition capability (94.79%), resource in-
tegration capability (88.36%), and network tool application capability (83.61%).  

4. Suggestions and Conclusion 

Based on the previous survey results, it can be easily found that although Hebei 
college students are still unaware of the concept of “modal” and “multimodal” 
and “multi-literacies”, most students have actually accepted the various modes 
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such as words, video, audio, gestures and space which are the main presenting 
forms of multi-literacies. Especially the form of text which is the important part 
of language learning, most students know that text is a form of information pres-
entation, (both in spoken and written form), but it is not necessarily the only or 
preferred way to exchange information. However, students are not good at using 
phonetic intonation, selecting proper words according to different occasions, 
communication purpose and target listeners, which leads to the result of com-
munication failure. To solve this problem, in the process of teaching, teachers need 
to provide context for the students to experience the subtle differences of syn-
onyms, the formality of words in different styles. Teachers should also train stu-
dents to properly select the words and sentence structure for different situations.  

In response to PPT-making problems, teachers should equip themselves with 
high network information collection ability and critical thinking ability. At the 
same time, teachers are required to master PPT production technics. Through 
teachers’ demonstration display, students can understand that various modes can 
be employed in PPT and they can also represent different meanings. Gradually, 
students come to know the benefits and advantages of multimodal combination 
of information transmission. On the basis of the demonstration, through the stu-
dents’ personal practice and explanation, they can practice while learning and 
vice versa. Finally they can truly understand the unique advantages of multimo-
dality in information presentation and interpretation. This will definitely lay a 
solid foundation for students to readily accept multimodal teaching and enhance 
their own multi-literacies.  

Information literacy is increasingly gaining the priority compared with other 
traditional literacies. Besides the ability of understanding information resources, 
ability of critically selecting information resources to solve various practical prob-
lems is becoming more and more important. As “digital natives”, on the one 
hand, contemporary college students accept and enjoy the convenience of net-
work, but on the other hand, students’ ability to effectively use network tools to 
obtain information and integrate resources is still weak. This requires teachers to 
actively use the network, broaden the teaching channels, and enrich the teaching 
methods. For example, teachers can recommend the available software tools and 
show students how to use them. Under teachers’ guidance and instruction, stu-
dents should be given more chances to make use of software tools, search for key 
words and make comparative reading between news that reporting the same 
event. Teachers can also recommend prominent and reliable websites of foreign 
countries to reduce students’ risk of being cheated by false news released by in-
secure websites. In this way, students’ ability of making full use of internet and 
their multi-literacies will be gradually improved. 

Multi-literacies possesses huge potential in English teaching. It is hoped that 
this empirical study can further enrich the domestic research on this topic and 
also provide practical guidance and suggestions for College English teachers in 
China. 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2020.115046 622 Creative Education 
 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2020.115046


C. Guan, F. P. Li 
 

Acknowledgements 

Sincere appreciation must be given to all the people who have given their support 
to the research, especially the participants of the survey. Special thanks are due 
to Baoding University with its generous support academically and financially.  

This work was supported by Project: English Teaching Reform Research and 
Practice Project of Hebei Colleges and Universities, 2015 (Hebei Education De-
partment Official Letter [2016] 2). 

Conflicts of Interest 

The authors declare no conflicts of interest regarding the publication of this pa-
per. 

References 
Duncum, P. (2004). Visual Culture Isn’t Just Visual: Multi-Literacies, Multimodality and 

Meaning. Studies in Art Education, 45, 252-264.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/00393541.2004.11651771 

Gamble, N., & Easingwood, N. (Eds.) (2000). ICT and Literacy: Information and Com-
munication Technology, Media, Reading and Writing. London and New York: Conti-
nuum.  

Hu, Z. L. (2007). Multimodalization in Social Semiotics. Language Teaching and Linguis-
tics Studies, No. 1, 1-10. 

Hu, Z. L., & Dong, J. (2006). How Is Meaning Constructed Multimodally. Technology 
Enhanced Foreign Language Education, No. 3, 3-12. 

The New London Group (1996). A Pedagogy of Multi-Literacies: Designing Social Futures.  
https://www.onacademic.com/detail/journal_1000040512330810_8274.html  

UNESCO (2004). The Plurality of Literacy and Its Implications for Policies and Pro-
grammes. UNESCO Education Sector Position Paper. Paris: UNESCO. 
https://rmportal.net/library/content/136246e-1.pdf 

Wei, Q. H. (2013). The Theoretical Interpretation of Multi-Literacies. Journal of Hangzhou 
Dianzi University (Social Sciences), No. 4, 59-62. 

Williamson, B. (2005). What Are Multimodality, Multisemiotics and Multi-Literacies: A 
Brief Guide to Some Jargon. http://www.Futurelab.org.uk/viewpoint/art49.htm 

Zhang, Y. J. (2011). A Study on the Application of Multi-Literacies by Chinese English 
Majors. Foreign Language World, No. 1, 45-52. 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2020.115046 623 Creative Education 
 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2020.115046
https://doi.org/10.1080/00393541.2004.11651771
https://www.onacademic.com/detail/journal_1000040512330810_8274.html
https://rmportal.net/library/content/136246e-1.pdf
http://www.futurelab.org.uk/viewpoint/art49.htm

	The Investigation on the Status Quo and Demands of English Multi-Literacies of College Students in Hebei Province
	Abstract
	Keywords
	1. Introduction
	2. Literature Review 
	3. Research Design
	3.1. Subject
	3.2. Research Tools
	3.3. Research Results
	3.3.1. Students’ Awareness of Multi-Literacies
	3.3.2. Students’ Situation and Needs of Internet


	4. Suggestions and Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Conflicts of Interest
	References

