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Harnessing the potential of transmedia narratives for critical multimodal literacy 

Emilia Djonov & Chiao-I Tseng 

 

Literary narratives have long been recognised for their power to foster engagement with complex 

social and cultural themes. Transmedia narratives, which present the same story in different media, 

can help advance both critical multimodal discourse studies and multiliteracies pedagogies and 

research. To harness this potential of transmedia narratives, we need to develop methods for 

examining how different semiotic resources contribute to the construal of semantic patterns and 

social themes when the same story is presented in different formats, and  ensure these methods build 

on the knowledge learners bring to the classroom. This article presents a social semiotic method for 

systematically relating media affordances to discourse-semantic patterns and the broad social themes 

these patterns construct in literary narratives. We illustrate the method, including its ability to 

highlight the persuasive power of narratives, and its suitability for building on the critical multimodal 

awareness of young children, through a case study comprising data from three adaptations of the 

award-winning narrative The Fantastic Flying Books of Mr Morris Lessmore – animated film (Joyce & 

Oldenburg, 2011), interactive picture book app (Moonbot Studios, 2011), and traditional-format 

picture book (Joyce, 2012) – and interactions involving 16 mother-child dyads reading the story in its 

book and app versions.  
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Introduction 

If the ultimate goal of critical discourse studies is to contribute to social equity and harmony by 

fostering awareness of the ways that language and other means of communication reflect and shape 

social structures (Fairclough, 2010 [1995]), the usefulness of narrative in literacy education cannot be 

overstated. This applies particularly to literary narratives, which tend to convey important social and 

cultural messages (Rothery & Stenglin, 1997; Stephens & McCallum, 1998). Although the stories adults 

share with children through the reading of picture books have long been recognised as a powerful 

socialisation tool (Meek, 1988; Stephens, 1992), little is known about whether and how literary 

narratives can help draw young learners’ attention to the role words, images and other resources play 

in constructing such social themes and thereby advance their critical multimodal literacy.   
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Transmedia narratives, or adaptations which present the same story in different media formats, such 

as a book, film, theatre play and related merchandise, enjoy a noteworthy presence in today’s media 

landscape. Stories for children and young adults, for instance, may be available through picture books 

as well as interactive apps, novels, comics, animated or feature films, and prominent characters and 

objects from these stories may be on offer as toys. Examples include Michael Bond’s Paddington 

series, with the original picture book first released in 1958 (Bond, 2014 [1958]), transformed into an 

interactive book app in 2012, and adapted into a movie in 2014 (King, 2014), and J. K. Rowling’s Harry 

Potter books and associated film adaptations and merchandise such as dress-up costumes, Lego sets, 

and stationery.   

While not a new phenomenon, over the past two decades or so, transmedia storytelling has become 

as ubiquitous as technological advances that facilitate the production and distribution of stories in 

different media, and attracted attention from various research fields. Media theorist Jenkins (2008) 

contends that transmedia stories function to motivate consumption and promote values associated 

with re-versioned stories, and that by remixing elements from existing stories into their work, young 

learners improve their cultural literacy. Educational researchers see transmedia storytelling as a 

means of increasing equity, and point to evidence of its potential to engage adolescents in learning 

(Munaro & Vieira, 2016). Others value it as a bridge between the popular culture experiences, 

multimedia offerings and digital technologies that dominate students’ everyday lives and the literary 

canon and other texts that enjoy prestige and are mandatory in school curricula (Jenkins, Purushotma, 

Clinton, Robison, & Weigel, 2006; Mallan, 2014; Unsworth & Thomas, 2014). Multimodal discourse 

analysts Tseng and Bateman (2018) argue that systematically analysing and comparing adaptations of 

the same narrative in different media can provide insight into the affordances of media (books, 3D 

space, movement) and the meaning-making potential of the modes (still and moving images, 

typography, colour, music) they support. Multiliteracies researcher Unsworth (2014) proposes that 

close comparative analyses of film adaptations of a picture book can help students consider how 

media-specific resources create distinct interpretative possibilities, and that this would enhance 

appreciation of literary aesthetics as well as critical multimodal literacy – key outcomes in the 

Australian English curriculum for upper primary and secondary school. 

This article argues that to harness the potential of transmedia narratives as a fruitful ground for 

advancing critical multimodal literacy, we need to address two challenges: (1) develop methods for 

examining how different semiotic resources contribute to the construal of semantic patterns and 

social themes when the same story is presented in different media formats, and (2) ensure these 

methods build on the ‘funds of knowledge’ learners bring to the classroom (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & 

Gonzalez, 1992). Taking a step towards addressing these challenges, we introduce a social semiotic 
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method for systematically relating configurations of media affordances (material semiotic resources) 

to semantic patterns and the broad social themes these patterns construct in a literary narrative. 

Specifically, drawing on systemic functional theory, we analyse narrative as a type of story genre, for 

reasons explained further below, and use the term ‘discourse’ to refer to semantic patterns that 

operate at the level of text, that is, beyond the boundaries of particular lexico-grammatical structures 

or semiotic resources (Martin & Rose, 2007, 2008). To illustrate the method, its ability to highlight the 

persuasive mechanisms of transmedia narratives, and its suitability for building on the critical 

multimodal awareness of young children, we use what we call the Morris Lessmore case study. It 

includes data from three adaptations of the character-based narrative The Fantastic Flying Books of 

Mr Morris Lessmore – animated film (Joyce & Oldenburg, 2011), interactive picture book app 

(Moonbot Studios, 2011), and traditional picture book (Joyce, 2012) – and an earlier study that asked 

16 mothers and their 4-5-year-old children to read the story in its picture book and interactive app 

formats. For brevity, hereon, we shall refer to the narrative as Morris Lessmore and the formats simply 

as ‘book’, ‘app’, and ‘film’. 

Prior to presenting the case study and our method for the comparative analysis of transmedia 

narratives, we review the research that it builds on: investigations of the power of storytelling to 

persuade and raise awareness of social themes; media, literary and multimodality studies of 

transmedia narratives; and literacy research on transmedia narratives.  

 

The persuasive power and cognitive mechanisms of storytelling 

The power of storytelling to engage audiences in examining important social, cultural and political 

themes by entertaining and persuading them is well established (Shrum, 2012 [2003]). Character-

based fictional narratives, in particular, have been shown to be more effective in persuading people 

to take action than overtly persuasive messages based on factual information and logical reasoning 

(Green, Strange, & Brock, 2002). Because stories about a person’s experiences and the experiences of 

others are the building blocks of human memory, knowledge, and social communication (Schank & 

Abelson, 1995), we interpret new information about such experiences not on its own merits but by 

integrating it with the familiar stories and mental schemas we use to understand the world. This is the 

default mode of human thought and can only be countered with intent (Bruner, 1991). Stories about 

our own and other people’s experiences thus invite us to evaluate these experiences.  

Empirical studies show that the persuasive effects of narratives rely on a range of cognitive 

mechanisms. These include whether audience members identify with the characters and how they 

evaluate the consequences of characters’ actions as well as the development of the narrative 
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(Bandura, 2004; Moyer-Gusé & Nabi, 2010). Character identification is a process of interpreting 

narratives during “which an individual perceives another person as similar or at least as a person with 

whom they might have a social relationship” (Slater & Rouner, 2002, p. 178), and is positively related 

to the individual’s level of empathy with or acceptance of the motivations, values, and behaviours of 

characters (ibid.). When learning vicariously through stories, however, audience members are 

selective in whether and which behaviours and attitudes they adopt (Bandura, 2004). Whether they 

enact particular behaviours is influenced by the extent to which a narrative presents a positive 

perspective on character actions and their motivation. When the consequences of characters’ actions 

are at odds with the value systems of audience members, for example, this is likely to trigger a 

negative emotional response, and when the narrative challenges their expectations, they are less 

likely to feel immersed in it (Moyer-Gusé & Nabi, 2010).  

Communication scholars have also debated whether fictional narratives can promote not only 

empathy but also logical thinking. These debates centre on whether the persuasive power of emotions 

in fictional stories stands in the way of evidence-based, logical reasoning about facts (Bogost, 2007). 

Some have argued that highly persuasive fictional stories, regardless of the validity of any underlying 

factual claims, involve oversimplification at best and manipulation at worst (Dahlstrom & Scheufele, 

2018). This means that fictional narratives, even when supporting desirable outcomes such as 

developing accurate knowledge about social injustices or climate change, are unlikely to engage 

learners in appropriate reasoning processes. This highlights a paradox: character-based narrative can 

make factual information engaging, yet invite interpretive strategies that place stories about pressing 

social themes on the same level as any other plausible story that may or may not reflect scientific 

evidence and social consensus. Alongside using the potential of narrative to motivate action towards 

positive social change, educators therefore need to encourage learners to explore how social issues 

are presented beyond fictional narratives, through facts and logical reasoning. They also need to build 

awareness of the constructedness of narratives.   

 

Media and literary studies and multimodality research on transmedia narratives 

Explorations of transmedia narratives in media, literary and multimodal studies also inform the 

present research. Media and literary scholars have examined storytelling across diverse media types – 

radio and TV news broadcasts, film, music and sculpture – with the goal of theorising and 

understanding the power of narration as a phenomenon that transcends media borders (Elleström, 

2019; Fulton, Huisman, Murphet, & Dunn, 2005). Multimodality researchers, on the other hand, have 

analysed and compared segments from versions of the same story in different media in order to 
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extend existing knowledge of multimodal meaning-making in general and the affordances of different 

media in particular (Tseng, 2017; Tseng & Bateman, 2018).  

Studies in both directions argue that a multimodal perspective is central to explorations of transmedia 

storytelling and that differences in the affordances of media for meaning-making invite more abstract, 

rather than medium-specific, definitions of narrative. For Fulton et al. (2005), “narratives in any 

medium […] are ways of structuring and representing lived experience” (p. 27). Elleström (2019) 

defines narration as “represented events that are temporally related in a meaningful way” (p. 37) and 

avoids concepts such as ‘story world’, as he believes they presuppose “concrete, anthropomorphic 

characters moving around and acting in three-dimensional surroundings” (p. 12), which may be 

difficult to realise in musical narration. What these studies highlight is the importance of considering 

which definition of narrative is most appropriate for particular types of stories and the media in which 

they have been told. 

Additionally, Tseng (2017) and Tseng and Bateman (2018) offer methods for systematically analysing 

and comparing adaptations of the same story in different media. They argue that such methods can 

not only help advance existing knowledge of multimodality and how media affordances are co-opted 

in the construction of higher-level meanings and ideologies in narrative texts, but can also inform 

much needed empirical investigations of the potential of transmedia narratives to foster engagement 

with critical social issues. The value of these methods lies in systematically relating material features 

of particular media (e.g. sound, lighting, camera movement, colour) to more abstract discourse 

elements (e.g. characters, objects, settings, actions) and patterns (e.g. cohesive chains and narrative 

events) that help construct higher-level themes and operate across media. Analyses of this kind can 

help unravel “how narrative interpretation is guided and signalled by discourse mechanisms that 

operate beyond the confines of single media” (Tseng & Bateman, 2018, p. 123) as well as open “the 

possibility of bridging between high level interpretations and [future] empirical investigations 

employing behavioral measures and perceptual experimentation” (ibid., p. 141). Methods that relate 

material qualities to semantic patterns can thus contribute to developing crucial understanding of 

how the persuasive power of certain narrative strategies can be more effectively mobilised for 

educational purposes by utilising particular media affordances. As we argue in Section 3, such 

methods are also suitable for enhancing young children’s existing multimodal awareness and inviting 

them to consider the influence of media affordances on the construction of social messages in 

narratives.  
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Multiliteracies pedagogies and transmedia narratives 

Transmedia narratives hold much promise for multiliteracies education. Originally proposed by the 

New London Group (1996), multiliteracies pedagogies support the mission of education to “ensure 

that all students benefit from learning in ways that allow them to participate fully in public, community 

and economic life”. They achieved that by building on students’ interests and capacity to use and 

reflect on different modes and media of communication and fostering their critical literacy. Focusing 

on early childhood, Comber (2013) defines critical literacy as “an evolving repertoire of practices of 

analysis and interrogation which move between the micro features of texts and macro conditions of 

institutions” (p. 589) and draw “attention to the craftedness of texts” – to authorial “decisions about 

who and what to show and how, […] the scripts and actions that different characters are given and so 

on” (p. 592). Luke (2000) contends that these practices should be encouraged from the first years of 

school, alongside the development of basic reading and writing skills. There is also evidence that 

Kindergarten children are able to critically respond to themes such as social class in carefully selected 

narrative picture books (Labadie, Pole, & Rogers, 2013). Critical literacy pedagogies, however, are rare 

in early childhood contexts (Rogers & O’Daniels, 2015). 

Literacy research on transmedia narratives has proposed tools that educators and literary as well as 

literacy scholars can employ to analyse and evaluate story adaptations. To illustrate, Aguilera, 

Kachorsky, Gee and Serafini (2016) use examples from the app Morris Lessmore to examine the 

potential of three frameworks – social semiotics, film analysis, and game studies – to reveal how 

various semiotic resources, cinematography, and game-design elements power the ideologies 

promoted by interactive picture book apps. Zhao and Unsworth (2017) examine touch design, or 

interactive features, in picture book apps using concepts and tools from systemic functional linguistic 

and multimodal discourse analysis. These include the concept of ‘narrative’ as a type of story which 

presents a series of events leading to a complication followed by a resolution, and relies on evaluative 

resources to build suspense and construct social values. Their analysis of interactive features in a 

picture book app illustrates the pedagogic value of distinguishing those that can support children’s 

comprehension of and engagement with the narrative (e.g. when swiping across the screen 

transforms the background colours in a way that reflects characters’ feelings and transitions between 

narrative stages – sadness and the complication introduced by the death of a loved one) from those 

that cannot (e.g. a drawing activity unrelated to events in the story).  

Ideas for employing transmedia narratives for multiliteracies education have been canvassed as well. 

Unsworth and colleagues (Barton & Unsworth, 2014; Unsworth, 2013, 2014) offer detailed multimodal 

comparisons of how narrative themes, characterisation and engagement are constructed in a picture 

book and its animated film adaptation, and illustrate how media-specific resources help create distinct 
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interpretative possibilities; with camera movement, for example, enabling dynamic shifts in 

focalisation (Unsworth, 2014), while musical motifs contribute to conveying emotions and themes 

such as friendship and belonging (Barton & Unsworth, 2014). And Unsworth (2013) proposes that such 

analyses can be “a very engaging, enjoyable and effective pedagogic strategy” (p. 18) for enhancing 

students’ appreciation of literature and critical multimodal literacy “from the middle 

primary/elementary school to senior high school” (p. 39). Empirical support for this idea is evident in 

a study where 28 11-year-old students explored the written text and interactive app versions of a 

traditional tale (Simpson & Walsh, 2015). Guided by questions provided by their teacher – which drew 

attention to different modes, media and narrative features and introduced metalanguage for 

discussing these resources – the students enhanced their understanding of how different modes 

contributed to their experience and critical engagement with literary choices. The paucity of empirical 

studies of this kind may explain why “the metalanguages and the extent of knowledge about language 

and image that is facilitative of multimodal literacy development at various stages of schooling remain 

very unclear” (Unsworth, 2013, p. 40). The current study takes a step towards addressing this gap as 

well as extending a focus on critical multimodal literacy to early childhood.  

 

The Morris Lessmore case study: a social semiotic, comparative method for analysing and evaluating 

transmedia narratives 

Through the Morris Lessmore case study presented in this section, this article contributes to both 

critical discourse studies and multiliteracies research. Specifically, this section explores whether and 

how transmedia narratives can be mobilised to build on the multimodal awareness and capacity for 

engaging with social themes demonstrated by young children, and presents a social semiotic model 

for analysing and evaluating transmedia narratives that can be adopted for multiliteracies education 

from the early years of school.   

 

The focus transmedia narrative 

The Fantastic Flying Books of Mr Morris Lessmore is a character-based narrative on which William 

Joyce had been working for over a decade before the release of the Academy-Award-winning 

animated short film, followed by the interactive app and the traditional format book. The story is 

inspired by real people and events – by William Morris, who pioneered children’s publishing through 

his advocacy for actively marketing children’s books to schools and libraries, and by hurricane Katrina, 

which interrupted Joyce’s work on the story and led him to “[see] firsthand the curative power of 



 
 

8 

stories as he visited displaced children reading donated books in the shelters” (Joyce, 2012, back of 

dust-jacket inside).  

The animation is a silent film. Still and moving images from it are incorporated in the book and in the 

app, alongside a written story. The app also includes two soundtracks – one comprises music and 

sound effects, and the other is a voice-over narration of the story, which can be switched on or off. 

There are 27 scenes with embedded hot spots that users can touch to make objects move, transform 

or produce sounds, and perform activities such as writing on the pages of Morris’s book until the wind 

blows the writing away; playing with an alphabet cereal; and fixing the torn pages of books. Like the 

film, the app was highly acclaimed, with reviews describing it as a “poignant, potent ode to books” 

(Kirkus Reviews, 2011, p. n.p.) and “example of an e-book done right, one that does not sacrifice story 

for interactivity but, instead, creates a seamless celebration of quality literature and engaging 

interaction between reader and text” (Carney & Mecoli, 2013, p. 66).     

Morris Lessmore conforms to the concept of narrative as one among several story genres, alongside 

recount, exemplum, anecdote, observation, recognised in systemic functional linguistics (SFL). In SFL, 

genres are defined as “staged, goal-oriented social processes” (Martin & Rose, 2008, p. 6). All story 

types serve the goal of entertaining, and while they share some stages, each has its specific stages 

too.1 As Rothery and Stenglin (1997) explain, narrative is the most entertaining story genre, and 

achieves this goal through the sequence of stages presented below, where the stages of 

‘Complication’ and ‘Resolution’ differentiate it from other stories, stages in brackets are optional, and 

stages in bold can recur.  

 

(Abstract) ^ Orientation ^ Complication/Evaluation ^ (Temporary 

Resolution) ^ (Crisis) ^ Resolution ^ (Coda)  

 

The Abstract is an optional stage that previews the story, the Orientation an obligatory one that 

introduces the setting, characters and their typical actions. The Abstract and Orientation are stages 

found across all story genres, and studies of language development show that children as young as 

two to three years of age can construct a basic recount to share their past experiences with others (cf. 

Painter, 2001). The Complication presents events that disrupt this sense of ‘normality’ by introducing 

a problem that requires a Resolution, where order is established again. The Evaluation is typically 

conflated with the Complication, rather than a distinct stage, and is crucial for building suspense by 

sharing the characters’ or narrator’s reactions to events. It thereby not only can construct a Crisis but 
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highlight ethical issues and position the audience to evaluate key events, characters and themes of 

the story in particular ways, while the Coda can ‘summarise’ these lessons. This power of narrative is 

mobilised when learners are invited to complete learning activities as part of an adventure within 

educational hypermedia, where the adventure’s narrative stages are constructed and connected 

hypermodally, using both multiple modes (written and spoken language, still and moving images, 

sound effects and music) and hypertextual resources (Stenglin & Djonov, 2010).  

Morris Lessmore opens with the eponymous character reading on a balcony, with high piles of books 

on either side [Orientation 1], when a hurricane destroys his town [Complication 1]. Having lost a 

sense of direction in life [Evaluation], Morris starts to wander until he meets a lady being “pulled along 

by a festive squadron of flying books” (ibid., n.p.) [Temporary Resolution]. The lady notices Morris’s 

disappointment at his own book’s inability to fly [Complication returns/Evaluation] and sends him a 

book that can fly, with Humpty Dumpty depicted on its cover and pages [Resolution]. The book leads 

Morris to a building where many books ‘nest’, and there his life among the books begins – every day 

he takes care of the books and writes the book of his own life [Orientation 2]. As the seasons and years 

pass, Morris grows “stooped and crinkly” [Complication 2/Evaluation], and the books start taking care 

of him [Temporary Resolution] until he finishes his book, where he would write “of his joys and 

sorrows, of all that he knew and everything that he hoped for” (ibid., n.p.), and says good-bye to the 

books [Crisis]. As he leaves, Morris transforms back into the young man he once was and is carried 

away by a flock of flying books [Resolution 2]. The story “ends as it began … with the opening of a 

book” (ibid., n.p.) – a little girl enters the library and begins reading Morris’s life story [Coda].  

This analysis of Morris Lessmore highlights its sophisticated nature as a literary narrative structured to 

foreground one overarching theme – the power of books to transform people’s lives, transcend 

reality, foster knowledge-building and leave a legacy connecting one generation to another. 

Simultaneously, the analysis highlights characters, such as Morris and the flying books, their actions 

and other events as key elements propelling the story. As observations from an earlier project, which 

we describe next, suggest, characters and their actions are aspects of Morris Lessmore that children 

as young as 4-5 years of age notice and reflect upon.  

 

Children’s interaction with the Morris Lessmore book and app 

The method presented in this article draws inspiration from an earlier study which asked 16 dyads 

comprising a university-educated mother and his or her 4-5-year-old child, in the year prior to starting 

primary school, to read the Morris Lessmore book and app. The study’s aim was to compare the 

quantity and quality of literacy- and learning-oriented talk that mothers and children produced during 
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shared reading of the same narrative in traditional picture book versus interactive app format. It was 

designed in response to  research showing that the frequency and nature of young children’s shared 

reading interactions predict their later achievements in literacy and learning (Lennox, 2013); 

ambivalent evidence of the benefits of interactive books for language and literacy development; and 

calls for parents and children to engage with screen-based media together, or ‘joint media attention’ 

(Chiong, Ree, Takeuchi, & Erickson, 2012).  

Eleven of the children were recruited from the same preschool, in Sydney, Australia, and the rest 

through other channels. Three educators from the preschool helped the researcher choose from 

among three award-winning narrative picture books that met the following criterion: their app 

versions included both images and written text, and the narrator’s voice-over could be switched off 

without disabling any other medium-specific features such as sound, animation or interactive 

elements. This would allow mothers to read the story to their children in book and app format, while 

also ensuring joint media engagement and enabling them to interact with medium-specific features 

of the app. The educators recommended The Fantastic Flying Books of Mr Morris Lessmore (Joyce, 

2012) as the book the children would enjoy the most. Each mother-child pair read the book and the 

app in the same session, eight dyads were randomly assigned to first read the app, and the rest to 

start with the book. Their shared reading interactions with both versions of Morris Lessmore were 

video-recorded and transcribed and the talk of the participants (excluding the reading of text from the 

book) was segmented into ‘messages’ (following Hasan, 1996)2, with a message typically equivalent 

to a ranking clause.  

Although the findings of that study will be presented in future publications, three observations from 

it provide justification for the method for cross-media comparison we adopt in the following section. 

The first is that experiencing the same narrative in different media prompted participants to compare 

the affordances of these media. For example, viewing a page that shows Morris sitting desolate in 

front of his house, which the hurricane had planted tilting roof-down into the ground with its door 

hanging open, with a book lying open before him and pages  scattered all around him, a child who had 

first read the app with his mother commented: “He banged his head!”. This comment referred to part 

of the same scene in the app. In that scene, the app first shows several houses falling down and 

Morris’s book and cane getting ejected from his house when it lands, and after that, when the user 

touches the door of Morris’s house (prompted by a knocking sound), it creaks open and Morris topples 

out and falls on his head before twisting his body into a sitting position.  

The second observation is that these comparisons demonstrated children’s ability to consider 

differences in both the materiality of the two media formats and the semantic patterns in the two 

versions of the narrative. Differences in materiality are the focus of Interaction 1, while children’s 
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capacity for attending to semantic patterns construed through touch-based interactive design is 

evident in Interaction 2.  

 

Interaction 1. 

A mother and her child had spent considerable time exploring a scene in the app that depicts 

Morris like a doctor, with a stethoscope and magnifying glass, closely examining books and 

“gently fixing those with fragile bindings and unfolding the dog-eared pages of others”. That 

scene has two hot spots – one, on the left side of Morris, is a book that when pressed expands 

half-open, sounds like as a ventilator, and pumps air through a pipe; the other is the book in 

front of him, and is hyperlinked to a game in which users can put back together torn book 

pages (three pages with nursery rhymes, one from a detective story, another from a Western, 

and a page from alphabet book, with the letters A, B and C on it). The following transcript 

shows the pair’s interaction during their subsequent reading of the same scene in the picture 

book, where Morris is also holding a sticky tape dispenser in one hand, and has two more 

books, one on either side – Humpty Dumpty and a book showing an electrocardiogram on its 

open pages – are  assisting him.   

 

Child: Mummy, I wonder what would happened if I pressed something. 

Mother: Try. 

Child: [presses the page] Nothing. 

Mother: Ooh! [laughs, continues reading] 

Child: [keeps pressing the book, and looking at the mother] 

Mother: So here we’ve got to imagine 

Child: [pressing the image of the ‘ventilator’ book] It did do  

Mother: Did too 

Child: Pass  

Mother: [laughs] 

 

Interaction 2.  
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Reading the app first, a mother and a child come to a scene that opens with Morris standing 

at a window inside the library and facing a queue of four people in grayscale colours – a 

middle-aged man who takes a book from Morris, starts reading it and changes to full colour 

as he walks out of the scene, and a boy, a young man, and a woman who remain in the queue. 

Above their heads appear four famous books – Alice in Wonderland, Frankenstein, Treasure 

Island, and A Christmas Carol. In this scene, the user can drag each book to one of the people 

in the queue. This makes that person transform into a character from the book and assume 

full colour, turn towards the viewer and utter sounds or words associated with that 

character – for example Alice in Wonderland transforms the boy into the White Rabbit, the 

young man into the Mad Hatter, and the woman into the Red Queen, who says “Off with her 

head!”. The character resumes his or her original identity and position as a grayscale figure in 

the queue.  

 

Child: Why does he … pulls a book that he has out? 

Mother: Let’s have a look and see. Maybe you can give it to someone. Oh! That was 

Alice in Wonderland. Who are we going to give to that person? Frankenstein? What 

about this lady?   

[Exploration of interactive scene continues.] 

Mother: What about giving the boy the Christmas book? [laughs at transformation] 

[Child drags Treasure Island to the boy, who acquires a cutlass, readies it for action 

and turn towards the viewer says ‘Huhha!’ with a smile.] 

Mother: I think he’s happy with that one, isn’t he? 

 

When asked to choose, as a thank-you gift for participating in the project, either a copy of the 

picture book or an iTunes voucher that can be used to purchase the app, this child chose the 

latter and explained that he liked the app better “because you can give books to people”.   

 

Finally, across all interactions with the book and the app, three scenes attracted most talk from the 

participating dyads. All three are from the section of the narrative that details Morris’s life among the 

books [Orientation 2] – Morris and the books’ morning routine; Morris fixing the books; and Morris 

sharing books with others – and each has an associated interactive game. We use these scenes to 
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present a social semiotic method for comparative analysis that would be suitable both for promoting 

critical multimodal literacy in the early years of primary school and for evaluating interactive picture 

book apps. 

 

Comparative analysis of scenes from the Morris Lessmore film, book and app  

Motivated by the observations of young children’s ‘funds of knowledge’ (Moll et al., 1992) about 

multimodality described in Section 3.2, this section presents a social semiotic method for comparing 

corresponding segments from the same narrative presented in different media and thereby extends 

the work of Tseng and Bateman (Tseng, 2013, 2017; Tseng & Bateman, 2018) to the area of critical 

multimodal literacy. Specifically, the children’s ability to attend to the media affordances and 

observable semantic patterns in Morris Lessmore as a transmedia narrative suggests that Tseng’s 

(2013) method for analysing the cross-modal construal of characters’ (inter)actions and event 

sequences in film and other media can be adapted to suit multiliteracies pedagogies for the early years 

of school. In this section, we first present this method and then apply it to the analysis of selected 

scenes from the Morris Lessmore film, book and app, in order to illustrate its ability to highlight how 

different media could reinforce or constrain the power of narrative to stimulate critical engagement 

with social themes as well as consider the method’s applicability for work with young children.  

 

Method for cross-media comparison of narrative characters and their (inter)actions 

The method employed in this article is inspired by systemic functional linguistic principles for analysing 

transitivity, the lexico-grammatical construal of experience in terms of configurations of processes, 

participants, and circumstances, which are deemed to be culturally significant (Halliday & 

Matthiessen, 2004). These principles have been adapted to visual analysis by Kress and Van Leeuwen 

(2006 [1996]). Tseng (2013) has further extended transitivity analysis to audio-visual and graphic 

media for the purpose of examining how audience members perceive and track ‘dominant narrative 

elements’ such as characters, objects, (inter)actions, and settings, and has shown that such elements 

can be construed ‘cross-modally’, through the interplay of spoken and written language, still or 

moving images, and sound. Transitivity patterns thus provide an appropriate level of abstraction for 

cross-media comparisons. 

In the analysis we present here, our focus is on characters and their (inter)actions. To identity them, 

we draw on Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006 [1996]) distinction between static, conceptual 

representations, which depict “participants in terms of their more generalized and more or less stable 
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and timeless essence”, and dynamic, narrative ones – those “presenting unfolding actions and events, 

processes of change, transitory spatial arrangements” (p. 77). Narrative representations are 

particularly relevant for our analysis as they construe the kinds of actions that children may notice in 

transmedia narratives (see 3.2).  

Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006[1996]) recognise four main types of visual narrative representations, 

which allow us to recognise different categories of actions, characters and objects, and are 

summarised in Table 1.  

 

Narrative process types Roles of characters/objects 

Non-/transactional actions Actor, Goal 

Non-/transaction reactions (e.g. gazing, observing) Reacter, Phenomenon 

Mental process (e.g. thinking, feeling) Senser, Phenomenon 

Verbal (e.g. saying, singing) Sayer, Addressee 

Table 1. Categories of actions, characters and objects in multimodal narratives 

 

In still and moving images, narrative processes are realised by a visually perceptible “volume” such as 

an object or person and a “vector”, a line formed or implied by some part/s of what is represented. 

For example, Morris’s and the boy’s arms in Figure 1a construe Action processes, where the character 

from whom the vector emanates (e.g. Morris, the boy) is the Actor and the character or object towards 

whom or which the vector is directed is the Goal (e.g. the book). Narrative processes that include both 

an Actor and a Goal are defined as transactional (e.g. ‘Morris [Actor] is holding [Process] a book 

[Goal]’), while those with an Actor but no Goal, such as Morris wandering (Figure 1b), are non-

transactional actions, as the Actor is not interacting with anyone or anything.  

Another important narrative process is Reaction, which is realised by an eyeline vector. In a reactional 

process, the gaze of a human or quasi-human Reacter connects to an object, which could be a person, 

a thing, a setting or another process, and which is termed a Phenomenon, the reaction is transactional, 

and when no Phenomenon is represented, the reaction is non-transactional. For example, the boy in 

Figure 1a is a Reactor looking at the book in his hands, which functions as Phenomenon. Figure 1c also 
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shows a reactional process, which is extended across two screens in the app. In the first, Morris is 

looking at the book, while the next screen shows the torn pages that Morris is observing and repairing, 

and invites the app user to engage in this process and put such pages together. While our focus here 

is on the (inter)actions of characters, this construction clearly draws on narratological techniques for 

constructing focalisation as well.  

Two further types of narrative process are those that project the characters’ thoughts (mental 

processes) or sayings and utterances (verbal processes). In picture books and audio-visual media, 

these processes are typically realised cross-modally, connecting visually represented characters with 

their words or thoughts construed through writing or through voice-over, film editing and special 

effects.  

  

  

a. Morris sharing books with others b. Morris wandering 

  

c. Morris fixing books  

Figure 1. Narrative: Action and Reaction processes in the Morris Lessmore book and app 
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Cross-media comparison of (inter)action patterns  

In this section, we analyse and compare the cross-modal construction of characters and their 

(inter)actions in selected segments from the Morris Lessmore book, film and app. Our aim is to 

illustrate the value of such comparative analyses for critical multimodal literacy and the evaluation of 

transmedia narratives.  

Let’s consider the episode of Morris sharing books with others, which contributes significantly to the 

narrative’s overarching theme – the transformational power of books. Figure 2 shows how this event 

is represented in the book, film and app. The words in the book read:  

 

Morris liked to share the books with others. Sometimes it was a favourite that everyone 

loved and other times he found a lonely little volume whose tale was seldom told. 

“Everyone’s story matters” said Morris. And all the books agreed. (Joyce, 2012, n.p.)  

 

Although the words feature mental processes (e.g. liked, loved) and verbal processes (e.g. said, told), 

the most dominant process in this segment is the action of Morris giving books to or sharing books 

with people, as it is realised cross-modally.  

 

 

a. Book  
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b. film c. app 

Figure 2. “Morris sharing books” in book, film and app 

 

The silent film not only shows Morris giving books to people, but shows that as the boy opens and 

begins reading the book, his figure changes from monochrome to full colour. Comparing the book and 

film thus reveals a difference in media affordances, namely, the dynamism of the moving image makes 

the boy’s action of changing salient, while the still image in the book does not explicitly show this 

transformation. This difference is captured in the action patterns represented in Figure 3, which show 

that in the film people are ‘changing’ (non-transactional action). 

The interactive affordances of the app add more dynamism into the same event. The user can drag 

each of four books to each of the three people in the queue, and in this way interactively share in 

Morris’s action. To show this, the interaction pattern in Figure 3 represents the user as an additional 

Actor and includes the label ‘new identities’ to capture the ways people in the queue are transformed 

when the user gives them books.  

The representation of action patterns in Figure 3 reveals two significant aspects of narrative design. 

First, it shows that in all three formats the analysed episode focusses on the lead character ‘Morris’ 

and the series of actions he initiates. These Morris-centered patterns persist throughout the story in 

all three versions. As discussed in Section 2.1, character-centred narratives achieve persuasive and 

educational goals through mechanisms that invite identification with characters, their motivations, 

beliefs and behaviours, such as Morris’s action of sharing books with others. Second, the action 

patterns visualise how the app creates a more embodied experience enabling users to identify with 

Morris by performing the same action. This strategy is evident in other scenes in the app version – for 

example, where users can repair books, like Morris. Although the potential of interactive design to 

support learning about social themes is yet to be empirically tested, Aguilera et al. (2016), drawing on 
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game design studies, argue that such design makes “players internalize the underlying rules and 

ideological structures of the game” (p. 428).  

 

a. book  

 

b. film  

 

c. app 

 

Figure 3. Action pattern of “Morris sharing books” in the book, film and app  

 

So far we have illustrated that the analysis and representation of action patterns effectively highlight 

differences in the narrative strategies that the affordances of each media format support. Let us now 

illustrate how the same comparative approach can be employed to examine the constructedness of 

and critically evaluate transmedia narrative adaptations. In the episode “Morris’s life among the 

books”, the book shows Morris running with, or rather leading, a row of books. The film shows his life 

in more detail – how the Humpty Dumpty book wakes Morris up in the morning, then helps him gets 

dressed, Morris feeds the books cereal, and puts covers on them. In the app, the same episode is 

illustrated only with Morris feeding the books breakfast cereal, which is followed by an interactive 

design allowing the reader to play and write with a cereal alphabet (see Figure 4).  
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Figure 4. “Morris’s life among the books” in the app 

 

A visual representation of these action patterns can reveal that the relationship between Morris and 

the books is construed as more reciprocal and dynamic in the film than in the other two versions. It 

would also show a difference between the interactive design of this episode (shown in Figure 5) and 

the one in “Morris sharing books” in the app. Rather than performing the same action as Morris, users 

here are invited to engage in a parallel but unrelated action: while Morris is interacting with books, 

living life among and taking care of them, the user is interacting with the cereal letters and symbols. 

While designed with an obvious educational purpose, and common in picture book apps (Zhao & 

Unsworth, 2017), this type of game is irrelevant to the main character’s story world. Whether this 

disrupts user engagement with the story is an open empirical question. What is clear, however, is that 

the interactive design is not coherent with the narrative and therefore unlikely to promote 

identification with Morris and the values underpinning his actions. Nevertheless, this segment could 

have value for critical literacy; teachers could use it as a stimulus for discussions about this fictional 

narrative’s central theme – the power of books – and the real-world experiences of young children, 

such as having to learn the alphabet and other technical aspects of reading and writing before one 

can read and learn from books. 

 

 

Figure 5. Action pattern of “Morris’s life among the books” in the app  
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In conclusion, the analysis presented in this section reveals that each version of Morris Lessmore 

mobilises different material affordances to construct the same events and thereby strengthens or 

constrains the capacity of narrative strategies to draw attention and create engagement with the 

story’s key theme – the transformative power of books and reading. The (inter)actions identified in 

the analysis were represented visually as action patterns. This strategy helps highlight key differences 

in the meanings constructed across the film, book and app. We would argue that its simplicity makes 

it suitable both for evaluating interactive picture book apps and for building on students’ critical 

multimodal literacy from the early years of school. It can be used to draw children’s attention to the 

meaning-making potential of different modes and media and the ways a story can be crafted to 

promote particular social and cultural values, while backgrounding others.  

 

Conclusion   

The research presented here has been motivated by studies highlighting the power of narrative to 

create engagement with critical social themes and the value of transmedia narratives for both 

extending existing knowledge of multimodality and developing critical multimodal literacy 

pedagogies. Specifically, we presented a social semiotic method for comparing how versions of the 

same story in different media draw on media-specific affordances in order to construct narrative 

characters and (inter)actions and through such discursive patterns foster audience engagement with 

particular social themes.  

Employing three versions of the same literary narrative – a book, a silent film and an interactive picture 

book app – and informed by observations of 4-5-year-old children and their mothers’ shared reading 

of the same story in its book and app formats, we have argued that the method is both abstract 

enough to apply to transmedia narratives and simple enough to extend to multiliteracies education in 

the early years of school, and thereby address a gap in critical literacy education. We hope that the 

research presented here will help not only advance critical multimodal discourse studies and 

understandings of narrative as a very powerful story genre, but also inform critical literacy pedagogies 

in early childhood. 
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1 SFL descriptions of story genres build on the theories of narrative proposed by Labov & Waletsky 
(1967) and Hasan (1996 [1984]) by identifying the lexico-grammatical and discourse-semantic features 
that are characteristic of different types of stories. 
2 Hasan (2006, p.117) defines a message as ‘the smallest significant semiotic action that an interactant 
might take in the context of an interaction so as to affect its character’. 


