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ABSTRACT: Contemporary teaching and learning implies that pupils encounter curricular content in
the form of multimodal representations such as film, museum visits, PowerPoint presentations,
roleplay and digital games. Spoken language is no longer the only mode for knowledge
representation and meaning-making. This means a new demand for teaching (and assessment), since
the school tradition is heavily based on verbal language and assessments of verbal representations.
In this article, we will present an analysis of the use of resources and different media in classroom
work about the Middle Ages, and discuss the need for the development of assessment tools.
KEYWORDS: multimodality, framing, salience, learning design, curriculum, substantive knowledge,
procedural knowledge

Introduction
This article reports findings from a research project devoted to an investigation of the complex
interaction of selections, interpretations, representations and actions that shape the basis for
how a knowledge domain is being construed in history classrooms1 (see Insulander, Lindstrand
& Selander, 2015; Lindstrand, Insulander & Selander, 2016). Our focus is on what is considered
meaningful knowledge about the Middle Ages in two different classrooms by looking at the
procedures in the classroom as well as the resources that were introduced by the teachers in our
study. Three sets of questions are asked: a) What is framed and represented as salient when
learning about the Middle Ages concerning procedural activities, resources and content focus?
b) How does the framing and salience change during learning design sequences? What is the
characteristic of representations at different points of time? c) What are (tentatively) the
consequences for assessment?
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A multimodal design perspective on teaching and learning
Both teaching and learning can be understood as multimodal design activities (for respectively
in learning), where knowledge is constantly interpreted and modally expressed anew (Selander
& Kress, 2010). Thus, knowledge is not seen as a fixed entity that can be transmitted to the
learner (Danielsson & Selander, 2014; Jewitt, 2006, 2009; Kress, Jewitt, Ogborn & Tsatsarelis,
2001; Kress 2003; Selander 2008).
In multimodal research of sign-making and knowledge representations, the notion of
salience refers to content (or units) that has been attributed particular value or importance
(Kress, 2003; Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996/2006; van Leeuwen, 2005). We will use this concept
in line with Roberts’ (1982) notion of curriculum emphases – developed in relation to science
education and defined as ‘a coherent set of messages about science’ (Roberts, 1982: 245) which
organises what is seen as specifically important subject domain knowledge (cf. Seixas &
Morton, 2013). Here, we will specifically highlight this in terms of substantive and procedural
knowledge (Lee, 2006; Levesque, 2008). Substantive knowledge concerns content and central
concepts like ‘war’, ‘nobility’ and ‘merchant’ (First Order Concepts), whilst procedural
knowledge enhances processes and such aspects as ‘cause/effect’, ‘change/continuity’,
‘historical empathy’ and the ‘taking of a perspective’ (Second Order Concepts). We will also
show how emphases may change during a learning design sequence (Selander, 2008).
The concept of design in this article refers to the organizing principles of a learning
environment and resources, and its consequences for communication and learning (Rostvall &
Selander, 2008; Insulander, 2010; Kempe & West, 2010; Selander & Kress, 2010; Elm Fristorp
& Lindstrand, 2012). Designs for learning articulates learning as sign-making, transformative
processes and knowledge representations in learning environments of different designs.
Learning design sequences is an analytical tool that intends to capture activities such as teaching
and learning in different learning environments, including sketching, negotiations and choices
(Selander, 2008; Selander & Kress, 2010). This model consists of 1) a contextual framing for
the outlines of teaching and learning 2) the primary transformation unit where pupils, by way
of different resources (modes and media), work with information and represent their
understanding 3) the second transformation unit where the work and the result of work is
assessed, discussed and (sometimes) graded. One sequence may consist of a lesson, a theme or
a series of lessons. It starts with the teacher’s introduction of the subject area and continues
throughout the evaluation and assessment.

Method and empirical setting
Various materials were gathered during several visits to two different classrooms in two
different schools in Sweden. The pupils were 10 – 11 years old and were in the 5th grade. In
Sweden, pupils do not start receiving official grades until the 6th grade. One of the schools, here
called the Urban School, had around 550 pupils and was located in a multi-cultural suburb,
while the other was a small rural school, here called the Countryside School, with around 50
pupils. In both schools, a researcher attended a series of lessons, starting from the introduction
of the unit and continuing until its finish. Several lessons on the Middle Ages were documented.
These data consist of video recordings of classroom interaction and visits to museums, a
compilation of educational material such as local educational plans, lesson plans, textbooks,
films, PowerPoint presentations, worksheets, instructions and text files produced during
teaching. Tests and pupils’ writings such as stories, factual texts and notes, were also collected
as data.
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The video data consist of 22 hours of film, recorded during ten lessons at each school and
during two museum visits. The entire video collection was viewed several times during the
process of transcription. The transcription, which was made in linear form, focused on teachers’
and students’ speech, body posture and gestures. In the first step of the analysis, all the material
was printed and processed several times, using different colours for the codes. The analytical
concepts of procedural activities, resources and content focus was used as a filter, through
which the material was coded. In the second step of the analysis, condensed meanings
concerning the procedural activities, resources and content focus were summarised in a matrix
that also took into account the time aspect, i.e. the different phases of learning design sequences.
Thus, the analysis was organised chronologically: as educational material was introduced or
produced in class, condensed meanings concerning the content’s focus was noted in the matrix.
Our intent has not been to make a detailed multimodal analysis of human interaction, but rather
to study transformative processes and instances where modes and media are used by teachers
and students. Our empirical examples are used to illustrate how different didactic designs
produce different images of a knowledge area and create different opportunities for learning.
This research has been performed in accordance with ethical guidelines set by the Swedish
Research Council, including confidentiality, consent, information and autonomy, with an
emphasis that participation in the study was voluntary.

The Urban School
The setting: In the first lesson, the teacher demonstrated a local educational plan, using
PowerPoint, on a computer and projector. This plan is part of the teacher’s didactic design and
based on re-formulations from the syllabus. It shows that both substantive knowledge and
procedural knowledge is important. In terms of substantive knowledge there is a list of concepts,
e.g. ‘being a Christian’, ‘baptism’, ‘saint’, ‘crusade’, ‘a suit of armour’. Procedural knowledge
concerns source criticism, historical empathy and cause/effect. The teacher also gives examples
of how pupils can demonstrate their knowledge of history and asks them to compare the past
with the present.

Fig. 1. Local educational plan, the Urban School
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During the subsequent PowerPoint presentation, called A quick presentation of the Middle
Ages, substantive knowledge is considered salient through the use of words like: ‘king’, ‘realm’
and ‘Hundred Years War’. As stated in the educational plan, the teaching methods are related
to verbal language: reading, listening to a lecture and participating in discussions. The
presentation includes both text and images, but the text is orally presented and discussed. The
teacher regularly asks the students to explain subject-specific words and words connected to
the knowledge requirements. Examples included explaining the implication of ‘the most
powerful’, ‘tyrant’, ‘to account for’, ‘pedagogical’, and ‘to have basic or a good knowledge’.
Each week, the pupils’ homework was to learn some subject-specific concepts and words. Apart
from these examples, the focus was on substantive knowledge, where political and social
history is discussed. In terms of political history, the teacher emphasized members of the ruling
classes, kings and queens, their jobs, abilities and ways of controlling the realm. Sweden as a
realm is placed in relation to England, France, Germany and Russia. The struggle for power
between Sweden and Denmark is exemplified through the historical event, the Stockholm
Bloodbath. The computer and projector were used as resources to present the local education
plan and the PowerPoint presentation. The PowerPoint presentation and educational plan was
also printed into hand-outs and distributed. The knowledge representations in this setting
concern both procedural and substantive knowledge, but it is substantive knowledge that is
being stressed.
In the primary transformation unit, where the pupils’ designs for learning were the focus,
the pupils were able to watch ten episodes of a film series called With Ahmed in the Middle
Ages. The computer and projector were used as resources, and the pupils were encouraged to
take notes and write down questions. The film is focused on procedural knowledge in terms of
source criticism and historical empathy, and deals with social history within themes such as
food, entertainment and love. However this emphasis is downplayed by the teacher through the
comments and questions posed, as these concern substantive understanding, where pupils are
asked to explain words like ‘brawn’ (a meat dish), ‘hygiene’ and ‘to be burned at the stake’.
Subsequently, pupils were told to work individually with study questions, using the PowerPoint
handout as a resource. The teacher’s role appeared to be to motivate the pupils to work,
suggesting answers and arranging work in pairs as some pupils had a hard time concentrating
on the assignment. The questions posed can be characterised as convergent (closed) and
connected to substantive knowledge and political history: ‘How could the king find out what
happened in the realm?’, ‘Who was Birger Jarl’ and ‘How many people died during the
Stockholm Bloodbath and why were they killed?’. The class went through the answers
collectively - pupils raised their hands and several suggestions were given. Word
comprehension appeared important, and words like ‘corpulent’ and ‘barn’ were explained. In
another assignment, social and cultural history was emphasised as pupils had to select key
words for a factual text and oral presentation concerning the themes of food, professions,
housing and the church. Here, and in the following assignment, substantive knowledge
appeared as the central theme. The next assignment was to form groups and work with specific
themes, including food, professions, housing and the church. The pupils were encouraged to
take turns reading a text about their theme, a resource which was produced by the teacher. The
focus was on social history and substantive knowledge. The pupils read aloud and then worked
individually to find key words, such as ‘merchant’, ‘guild’ and ‘town wall’, which were written
down and used as semiotic resources during the presentation. New groups were formed, with
representatives from each theme and the pupils presenting their themes to one another. The
teacher instructed them and had a supporting role during the lessons. During the presentation,
pupils had a few minutes to read their notes and make preparations, then they took turns telling
one another about their theme. Next, the class read aloud from their textbook. The focus was
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on cultural history and the influence of church, procedural knowledge and cause/effect.
Additionally first order concepts and substantive knowledge are emphasised and explained:
‘pious’, ‘preach’, ‘missionary’ and ‘apostle’. Their next assignment, as presented in a handout,
was to write a story through using a set of given words. The pupils had to write at least two
pages, using pencil and paper. Most of these words were discussed in class, and pupils gave
suggestions of what ‘tournament’, ‘to knight somebody’ and ‘noble’ means. The focus was on
social and cultural history. In the story-based assignment, pupils had to learn words related to
the everyday lives of people in the countryside and in towns during the Middle Ages.

Fig. 2–3. Assignment and essay, the Urban School

Even though the assignment was focused on historical empathy, it is the substantive knowledge
that remained in focus. The pupils had to use most of the given words in the story. The teacher
gave examples of how to write and held up certain phrases as an example. During their work,
they got to see an episode of the film series to get inspiration for writing and as yet another
model for how to tell a story. After this assignment, the class read aloud from their textbook a chapter on the plague - which was focused on social history and substantive knowledge. They
also watched a film, which discussed the plague. During the primary transformation unit,
knowledge representations mostly concerned substantive knowledge.
During the secondary transformation unit some of the pupils’ stories were read out loud in
class. This selection highlights what is considered as recognized knowledge. These stories
concern everyday conditions and situations, and mention housing, professions and social
classes. Again, it is the substantive knowledge that appears as the central theme. During the last
lesson, the teacher hands out an evaluation form, where pupils are encouraged to write down
what they have learned, what they liked the most, and where they would have liked to live: in
the countryside or in a town. Paper and pencil are used for this purpose. In the evaluation of
this unit, only a small part of the pupil’s representations are mentioned aloud in class. A few
weeks later, the class pays a visit to the Museum of Medieval Stockholm. A museum educator
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shows them the display and takes the class on a guided tour of the Old Town. The emphasis
here is on social and cultural history.

The Countryside School
The setting: During the first lesson, the teacher started by asking the pupils to write down what
they already knew and what they wanted to learn during this unit. Social history and topics like
clothing, hygiene and punishments appeared to be important to the pupils. As the pupils finished
writing, using pen and paper, they jointly make a mind map on the Smart board. In terms of
content, first order concepts like ‘gallows’, ‘plague’, ‘castle’ and ‘knights’ were suggested by
the pupils. Then, the teacher displayed a document on the Smart board. It was a re-formulation
from the syllabus focusing on core content and learning goals, which covered political, social
and cultural history. The content included Cultural interchange between Europe and other parts
of the world through e.g. trade and migration; The evolution of the Nordic countries (How
Sweden came to be); The introduction of Christianity in the Nordic area; The importance of
religion for cultures and states in Sweden and other Nordic countries; How religion and other
changes affected peoples’ living conditions. Goals: To have basic knowledge of social changes
(cultural meetings, migration, religion etc.); To know the consequences of these changes for
peoples’ living conditions and actions (how the changes affected people); To be able to account
for the effects of cultural meetings and migration in our own age; To be able to account for how
peoples’ living conditions have effected today’s society.
The teacher then introduced the pupils’ main assignment: they were supposed to make their
own history book. On the white board, next to the mind map, the teacher displayed a prepared
book page as a source of inspiration.

Fig. 4-5. “Life in town”, the teacher’s book page and a mind map made by
the teacher and pupils, the Countryside School.

The class studied a timeline in the textbook; they discussed when in history this period was set
and established the beginning and end of the period in terms of years. The teacher distributed
homework with a text – which consisted of writing and images – and questions about ‘life
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during the Middle Ages’, addressing cultural and social history. In the setting, in the teacher’s
design for learning, it is the procedural knowledge that is salient.
During the primary transformation unit, the class read aloud from the textbook, dealing with
cultural and political changes during the Middle Ages. The teacher wrote down first and second
order concepts and phrases like: ‘Christianity a new religion’, ‘Sweden as a united realm with
kings and common laws’ and ‘bondsmen are set free’. These notes were later summarised into
a text by the teacher, displayed on the Smart board and later distributed to the pupils as a
handout. A film was shown on the Smart board, as an introduction to the period, focusing on
changes in terms of a new religion, a united Sweden and common laws. Thus the emphasis was
on procedural knowledge and political and cultural history. Next, the pupils began to produce
material for their book; they designed in learning. They will use this text with content from their
textbook to draw an image which is inspired from the film. They can cut-out sections of the text
and glue them onto a white piece of paper and use colour pencils. In the following lesson, the
teacher and pupils went through the homework. As pupils answered questions aloud, the teacher
wrote down their answers on the whiteboard. The focus was on social history: ‘What were the
different occupations on a farm?’, ‘If you were living in the Middle Ages, what would you do
during the day’? This activity could have been a way to encourage historical empathy. Next,
there was some repetition from the previous lesson as the mind map was displayed on the Smart
board. First order concepts such as ‘self-subsistent household’ and ‘pay one’s tithes’ were
explained. A new assignment was introduced, where pupils had to read a few pages in the
textbook and then work on a worksheet called ‘Life in a Medieval village’. From this worksheet,
a new mind map is produced on the Smart board, with suggestions from the pupils about life in
a typical village. Social history terms such as ‘most people lived in the country’, ‘the houses
were built from logs’ and ‘several people slept in the same bed’ are articulated. The next step
was to produce a new page for their book. Pupils started to work, using laptops, colour pencils,
and occasionally paper and pencil. Some pupils printed their texts, cut-out sections of text and
pasted them onto a new sheet of paper. The teacher assisted them in terms of providing a model
from the page, technical support and help getting started.
As homework, pupils were asked to read a text about ‘life in town’. In what followed, the
teacher read a literary text about a boy arriving to medieval Stockholm. The teacher asked the
pupils to consider what life was like in those days, thus focusing on procedural knowledge. The
next assignment was a new worksheet with questions that focused on social and economic
history and substantive knowledge in terms of ‘craft’, ‘guild’ and ‘Hansan’. Some pupils
worked individually, while others worked in pairs. From the worksheet, the teacher and pupils
together produced a new mind map on the Smart board.
The next assignment was to produce a page about life in the city. During another lesson, the
teacher was dressed in ‘medieval’ clothing. She demonstrated the different garments that she
wore, and she also brought a large bag with clothing for the children to try on. We interpreted
this as a focus on procedural knowledge. On the Smart board, the teacher also displayed images
of men and women dressed in clothes from the 1100s, 1200s and 1300s. The different garments
were named, thus focusing on substantive knowledge: ‘surcot’, ‘tunic’ and ‘steeple cap’. The
pupils took turns trying on the clothes, and most had their photographs taken. The photos were
later presented in the book. The pupils also produced a new page which focused on clothing. A
few days later, the class visited the Old Town of Stockholm, where the teacher took them on a
guided tour. The class, dressed up in ‘medieval’ clothing, visited the Old Town in Stockholm
and the museum, which involved a focus on cultural and social history. The teacher and the
guide spoke about Christianity and everyday life in Stockholm. Here the emphasis was on social
and cultural history and perspective-taking, as they stopped at the church and took a look at a
large square and very narrow alley. At the museum, a museum educator spoke about
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Christianity, life in the city, archaeology and history as disciplines, crime and punishment and
diseases - thus focusing on social and cultural history.
During the visit the teacher took pictures. Back in school, the pupils were able to choose
which pictures to use when making a new page on their visit to the museum. Some used their
laptops to write captions, while others used pencil and paper. The images were printed on paper,
and the pupils cut them out and pasted them onto new sheets of paper, along with captions. The
teacher assisted with technical issues, encouraged pupils to continue writing, and she also used
models to show the pupils what such a page might look like. For this project the pupils worked
individually. The project ended with a short film that presented the core content of the Middle
Ages. Altogether, the first transformation unit focused on both substantive and procedural
knowledge.

Fig. 6. “Medieval museum”, Pupil’s book page, the Countryside school

During the secondary transformation unit, the books were ready. They were presented to the
pupils during a ceremony, where mead was served and ‘medieval music’ was played. As the
class was about to evaluate the unit, the teacher repeated the central content and learning goals
concerning cultural interchange between the Nordic area and Europe, the evolution of the
Nordic countries, reasons for societal changes, the consequences of these changes and how they
have affected today’s society. The pupils were encouraged to discuss how they had been
working with these goals. Jointly they concluded that Christianity was a big change for people,
that Sweden was united as a realm, that immigration through trade had a large effect on the
culture, that laws were legislated and that food, language and clothing changed as a
consequence of the cultural influences. During the secondary transformation unit, procedural
knowledge appeared to be central.

Knowledge emphases and implications for assessment
We will now move on to a comparison between the two classrooms, concerning resources and
content focus as well as procedural activities. In the Urban School, pupils worked individually
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with verbal texts, while pupils in the Countryside School composed multimodal texts both
individually and through collaborating with others.
Classroom conversations occurred in both environments: in the Urban School through
pupils’ understanding of first order concepts, and in the Countryside School on the pupil’s
previous knowledge and interests, entailing both first and second order concepts. The contextual
framings of the two classrooms were also different: in the more multi-cultural Urban School,
in the multilingual classroom, the focus was to scaffold the academic language proficiency in
history. In the Countryside School there was a focus on multimodal literacies, and the pupils
were offered other and more diverse ways of making meaning.
In both examples, classroom work was not based on school textbooks. The Urban School
used a mix of teacher-produced materials and other materials such as written texts and videos.
Digital media was used both as a resource for dissemination and as a starting point for
conversations of conceptual understanding. Additionally the Countryside School involved a
variety of learning resources such as mind maps, role play, photographs and museum
exhibitions. Digital media was used as a resource for collective meaning-making, co-authoring
activities and as a tool for composing multimodal texts. Thus, the pupils at the Countryside
School also acquired digital literacy.
In the Urban School, the teacher framed first order concepts as being central for the subject
– an emphasis of history as substantive knowledge. The teacher at the Countryside School
highlighted second order skills – procedural knowledge. The framing of the subject and what
seemed salient changed during the learning design sequences: In the Urban School, there was
a shift from procedural and substantive knowledge towards an emphasis on substantive
knowledge. In the Countryside School, we noticed a shift from procedural knowledge to
procedural/substantive knowledge and then back to procedural knowledge.
The Urban School had a focus on substantive knowledge in verbal texts, which meant that a
rather abstract version of the Middle Ages was produced. In the Countryside School, procedural
knowledge was stressed and other potentials for learning were offered through the use of many
different modes and resources. In this way the Middle Ages was presented in a more concrete
way where the pupils were able to see, taste, feel and design history. Additionally, the exchange
between teacher, pupil and content was more intense in the Countryside School. This can be
described in terms of modal density (Norris, 2009), if we look at the communicative modes at
play in interactions. Modal density may come about through modal complexity, and in this case
there was an intricate combination of spoken and written language, moving and still images,
layout and object handling.
To conclude this paper, we would like to point at some tentative consequences for
assessment. The multimodal character of the classroom – emphasised in the Countryside School
– gave access to multimodal resources. The texts produced and used in this class were more
diverse than the Urban School in terms of composition and possibilities for interaction. What
was seen as significant knowledge (knowledge emphasis) about the Middle Ages differed in
many ways between the two schools: a focus on verbal concepts versus a focus on wider
multimodal representations. We can only reflect upon what influence the choice of schools was
on the results of this study. The focus on verbal texts and conceptual understanding in the Urban
School seemed to be connected to an explicit strategy and approach to develop pupils’ language.
As we will argue below, this may not always be the only way to teach history.
In the future, we assume that there will be a need for a wider understanding of assessment,
where assessment is not only based on verbal language and representations. Ercikan & Seixas
(2015:6) maintain that assessing historical thinking should not be dependent upon pupils’
reading and writing skills. Recently, scholars have argued that in order to attend to pupils’
learning, assessments need to address and include multimodal aspects of teaching and learning
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(Jewitt, 2003; Wyatt-Smith & Cummings, 2003; Wyatt-Smith & Kimber, 2009). For such a
change to come about, we need to reflect on the social arrangements of power and the authority
of the teacher (Kress, 2009).
In a society which continues to be more culturally and linguistically diverse, it no longer
seems valid to think of assessment in terms of single standards and targets (Johnsson & Kress,
2003). Johnsson & Kress (2003) argue that assessments need to be redefined so that the
diversity of pupils and their different ways of knowing and making meaning will be recognised
as being productive in class. They believe that the assessment of children’s literacy can, and
must, be democratic. Researchers in the field of assessment also stress the active role of students
in assessments, such as in self-assessment and peer assessment (e.g. Black & William, 2005).
For instance, Seixas and Morton (2013) have emphasised students’ active roles in the
creation of historical narratives. Teachers can bring forward the importance of establishing
historical significance with pupils in much the same way that a historian would do. In classroom
discussions about historical change, teachers can ask insightful questions about sources and
discuss how different sources have been selected and used to produce certain narratives. The
Historical thinking project also (http://historicalthinking.ca) proposes that ‘Historical literacy’
should involve active engagement with a variety of historical texts.
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