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ABSTRACT

Creativity has long been central in multimodal writing.
Unlike traditional writing, which uses text alone, mul-
timodal writing relies on the use of a combination of
modes to convey meaning such as text, speech, images,
audio, gesture, and space. Scholars of multimodal writ-
ing stressed that using multiple modes allows for greater
creativity and newness. Recently, however, scholars have
questioned whether creativity is so straightforward in
students’ multimodal writing. Students may resist pro-
ducing new types of writing. Their creativity outcome
is dependent upon their preferences and their goals in
the writing assignment. This article examines students’
choices when given the freedom to compose in any
mode and their perceptions of their multimodal writing
experience in comparison with traditional essay writing.
Drawing on data from students’ multimodal products,
surveys, and interviews we show how students simply
used available resources in their multimodal composing
and how creativity was negotiated. Although they iden-
tified several affordances for multimodal writing and
described it as more interesting than conventional essay

writing, they seemed to resist incorporating a variety of
semiotic resources into their projects because their goal
was to showcase their writing skills. We argue that de-
veloping explicit knowledge about various modes helps
improve students’ understanding of multimodal writing
as creative design.
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INTRODUCTION

Multimodal writing is defined as texts that “exceed the alphabetic and may include still and mov-
ing images, animations, color, words, music and sound” (Takayoshi & Selfe, 2007). The concept has
originated in social semiotics, where modes (visual, textual, audio, gesture) represent socially and
culturally shaped meaning-making resources (Hull & Nelson, 2005; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001).
Multimodal writing has become increasingly popular at the advent of digital technologies. Specific
examples of multimodal texts include websites, presentations, infographics, videos, posters, col-
lages, and podcasts.

Multimodal writing is increasingly significant as there is more and more opportunity to com-
municate effectively and creatively. Many pedagogic approaches have adopted multimodal writ-
ing as a way to develop students’ creativity (Walsh, 2007). Creativity is defined as “the ability to
produce work that is both novel (i.e., original, unexpected) and appropriate (i.e., useful, adaptive

"

concerning task constraints)” (Sternberg & Lubart, 1999, p. 3). It is now privileged in many classroom
settings as an essential component of human intelligence regardless of a person’s major or career
path (Burnard, 2006; Bereczki & Karpati, 2021; Williams, Runco, & Berlow, 2016). To deal with new
and unfamiliar tasks and situations, every person is required to be creative.

Creativity is central to multimodal writing. Through the integration of multiple modes, stu-
dents have the opportunity to produce something new and useful. Researchers argue that the more
choices students have, the more creative they might become (Amabile & Gitomer, 1984; Greenberg,
1992; Henriksen & Mishra, 2015; Ranker, 2015; Walsh, 2007). Among the many approaches in giv-
ing students choice and flexibility in their multimodal writing experience is the unessay (Jakopak,
Monteith, & Merkle, 2019; O'Donnell at al., 2016; Sullivan, 2015). The unessay is an extremely open-
ended type of multimodal writing. In the unessay assignment, students choose their own topic and
present it in any way they wish. They can design a poster, write a poem, create a webpage or any
other visual product. Unlike the traditional essay, in the unessay students do not follow instructions
on style and content and do not conform to a predetermined template. Thus, the unessay allows
students to spend more time developing their thinking skills instead of worrying about length and
layout. The unessay also allows students to view writing from a different perspective by incorporat-
ing multiple modes in creative ways.

However, assignments that present students with an issue and require them to respond in all
flexibility have not yet been explored. It is unclear how students will respond when given choices.
Will they create familiar products or new ones through which they manifest creativity? Will they
understand multimodal writing as described by writing scholars? Or, will they simply transfer tradi-
tional writing practices into their multimodal writing experience?

The purpose of this study was, then, to examine what modes students choose when they are
given an unessay assignment. We also aimed to investigate how students perceive multimodal
writing in comparison with traditional essay writing to see if they are constrained by the traditional
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view of writing while working on the unessay assignment. The study was designed to answer the
following research questions: What modes do the students prefer to use in their unessay assign-
ment? How do the students perceive the unessay (i.e., multimodal) assignment in comparison
with traditional essay writing?

The study reported in this paper builds upon research on the use of multimodal writing to en-
hance creativity (Hafner, 2015; Howell, Reinking, & Kaminski, 2015; Walsh, 2007). The novelty of this
research is that we examine assignments where students have flexibility to use any mode, namely
the unessay. Additionally, the study contributes to and extends past scholarship by focusing on
mode choices, specifically the choices made by university students. We believe that an examina-
tion of students’ choices and perceptions may provide useful insights into potential affordances
and constraints of the unessay assignment, which reflect the application of creativity during the
multimodal writing experience.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Multimodal writing has received considerable research attention not only as an opportunity for ex-
pressing meaning in multiple ways, but also as a way to inspire creativity. Many studies have dem-
onstrated that creativity is enhanced when students engage in multimodal writing (Lee, Meloche,
Grant, Neuman, & Tecce DeCarlo, 2019; Zhao, Djonov, & van Leeuwen, 2014; Hafner, 2014; Yang,
2012; Ducate, Anderson, & Moreno, 2011; Hundley & Holbrook, 2013; Bohannon, 2015; Kilickaya &
Krajka, 2012). These studies focused on the analysis of students’ products and reflections, which
indicated the potential of multimodal writing to develop creativity by integrating and combining
multiple semiotic modes. For example, Walsh (2007) found that by drawing on multiple semiotic
modes, students were able to express themselves more imaginatively and creatively than they
could in words alone. Similar results were reported in Vasudevan, Schultz, and Bateman'’s (2010)
study who analyzed adolescents’ composing practices while they were engaged in a multimodal
storytelling project. The students were asked to use a variety of digital tools (videos, photos, re-
cordings, etc.) to tell stories about their families to their classmates. Results showed that the op-
portunity to compose multimodal texts helped students express themselves in innovative ways
and learn to make meaningful connections between in-school and out-of-school lives. The stu-
dents’ digital stories were expanded and enriched by the creative use of pictures, music, and the
students’ voices.

These findings were also supported by Jones’s (2010) study in a different context; the author
showed that in her advanced writing class, podcasts were used to harness risk-taking, which allevi-
ated anxiety and allowed students to interact with their peers in unfamiliar ways. She showed that
by talking aloud, her university students took more risks and became more confident about their
abilities to think creatively. Likewise, Yeh (2018) investigated multimodal writing practices in an
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advanced English as a foreign language class. The researcher found that through the production of
a digital video students learned to be more creative and gained more expertise at utilizing differ-
ent modes, which helped them become more engaged in their learning. Shin and Cimasko (2008)
involved their EFL students in the creation of online webpages. Findings also showed that the mul-
timodal writing process enabled their students to develop capacity to experiment with new things
and thus to express their cultural identities and personal feelings more effectively.

Findings from the above studies appeared to be limited to assignments where students were
dictated to compose in specific modes and not specifically given the freedom to choose any mode.
Very few studies focused on investigating ways of enhancing creativity by being granted the free-
dom to choose any mode and these have focused on the potentials of the unessay (e.g. Jakopak,
Monteith, & Merkle, 2019; Sullivan, 2015) but not on the challenges students might face. While giv-
ing students many choices can encourage creativity, it is still unclear whether it will lead to more
creativity than if students were asked to write a traditional essay.

In general, previous studies found potential problems when students engage in multimodal
writing, including students’ preferences as well as their understanding of writing. For instance,
Jiang (2018) showed that students may resist moving away from traditional writing. Through anal-
ysis of observation, interview, and student-authored multimodal texts, the author revealed that
when asked to move away from conventional writing and compose using different modalities stu-
dents may not accept the change. The participants were grouped into three categories based on
their patterns of change: 1) from resistant writer to active composer, 2) from textbook decoder
and exam-oriented writer to multimodal designer and 3) little change. a student belonging to the
‘little change’ category perceived multimodal writing as a waste of their precious time because
they were training for a standardized exam and multimodal writing is a form of entertainment with
focus on image and sound. Therefore, it is necessary to recognize that the learning environment
might have a significant impact on learners’ perceptions, which might ultimately impact their crea-
tivity. Likewise, the participants in Kim and Belcher’s (2020) study had divided opinions with about
half of them feeling that the digital multimodal composing was helpful and the other half feeling
that traditional essay writing was helpful. Many students explained that the traditional essay task
allowed them to focus more on improving their language skills. The study suggested that while
creativity can be enhanced by engaging students into multimodal writing experiences, the way in
which an assignment is framed might affect students’ attitudes towards writing with new modali-
ties and the outcome of creativity.

Furthermore, past research, which involved multimodal assignments that gave students two
modes options, indicated that students privileged certain modes that could restrain their creativ-
ity. For instance, in a recent study, which required students to choose one mode to deliver their
multimodal products, Chen (2021) found that the most frequently used medium for students’ mul-
timodal projects was video, which incorporated words, sounds, and visuals. Text was an indispen-
sable mode in almost every student’s composition. Responses on the questionnaire revealed that
most students felt that for their particular topic, their multimodal products helped them to convey
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their ideas better than the short paragraph because they managed to provide the audience with
more visuals. Chen (2021) called for more efforts to look into students’ choices of mediums and
modes when creating multimodal compositions to gain further insights into the affordances and
constraints of multimodal writing as compared with print-based writing.

Therefore, it seems that the way students engage in creativity is guided by what captures their
interest while designing their products. Students’ perceptions and preferences are important fac-
tors to consider when designing multimodal writing assignments (Smith, Amgott, & Malova, 2021).
In this paper, we argue that the effect on creativity might be differentially beneficial, depending on
students’ perceptions and mode preferences.

METHODOLOGY

Context and participants

In the current study, a mixed-method approach was selected to examine students’ choices and
experience with nurturing creativity via the unessay assignment. The study was conducted in
a general English class at a small public university in Abu Dhabi after obtaining approval from the
research ethics committee. The course, ENG210, is part of a 3-year writing program and is primarily
taught by PhD holders. It was designed to develop students’ lexis as well as listening, text analysis,
and writing skills. The participants consisted of 45 males and 1 female with fairly homogenous de-
mographic (age, first language, background, majors). Their IELTS scores ranged from 5.0 to 6.0 and
so they were mainly intermediate level students. Before the study began, each participant signed
an informed consent form and agreed to participate in the study

Data collection
In the first class of the semester, students wrote an IELTS-type 250-word conventional essay about
a future technology they would like to see become real. The topic was chosen because it seemed
to appeal to students who had already completed a similar reading unit in the previous course,
ENG110. Students wrote their essays at home and were required to submit their complete draft
after one week. In the second week, students were provided with the unessay assignment. The
assignment is designed to awaken, draw attention to, and help develop students’ creativity, and
to familiarize them with recent thinking from cognition theorists who now regard creativity as an
essential component of human intelligence. Students were told that any form should be accepted,
as long as it was visual. They could use pictures, videos, and text. They could make videos, write
poems, draw pictures, and create presentations. The term unessay was explained and several ex-
amples of unessays were discussed (e.g., PowerPoints, videos, wikis, posters). The essay and unes-
say prompts can be seen in Appendix A.

In the last week of the semester, students responded to an online survey about the unessay
and the essay writing assignments (Appendix B). The survey included 3 parts. In the first part, the
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students answered dichotomous questions about which assignment they preferred, which assign-
ment was more interesting, which assignment was more challenging and whether they wished to
complete similar projects in the future. In the second part, the students were required to self-assess
their ability at completing essays and unessays and their comfort level with regards both tasks.
In the third part of the survey, the students were provided with statements relating to aspects of
traditional essay writing and required to indicate the extent to which the project was helpful in im-
proving each aspect. The survey was revised for readability and then reviewed by methodology ex-
perts who judged the survey to be valid based on previously conducted studies. In order to provide
additional data on their understanding of the unessay, follow-up interviews with 11 students were
conducted (Appendix D). During the interviews, the students were asked to justify their choices of
a particular mode, indicate whether they preferred one task over the other, and explain what chal-
lenges they faced while completing both tasks.

Data analysis

The first step involved the students’ final project. | developed a chart to keep track of the frequency
and types of modes used in each project following a modified model that Danielsson and Selander
(2014) developed for analyzing multimodal texts (See Appendix E). Two experts graded the stu-
dents’ essays and unessays using an analytic rubric (Appendix B). The rubric contained five criteria
and was designed to grade students’ essays and unessays in terms of quality of writing and crea-
tivity. It was important to understand how creative the students’ unessays were and to determine
whether there were any differences in the students’ performance on the two assignments.

The second step of data analysis involved the students’ surveys. Items on the survey were test-
ed for reliability by analyzing internal consistency. Cronbach’s alpha values show a good reliability
for all items ranging from 0.7 to 0.85. Descriptive statistics were used in order to explore aspects
of the students’ perceptions of the project. Afterwards, we focused on the students’ interviews. To
analyze the qualitative data collected from interviews, a thematic analysis approach was followed
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analysis was mainly descriptive and aimed at deriving words from stu-
dents’ responses to create themes that could be grouped together.

RESULTS

Research Question 1: What modes did the students prefer to use?

The unessay prompt asked the students explicitly to choose any tool for their project, which offered
numerous opportunities to engage in creative thinking using multiple modes. The overwhelming
majority of students created PowerPoint presentations to describe their future technology. One
student chose Honda robotics, one student chose future soldiers, one student chose uni-transla-
tors, 7 students chose artificial intelligence, 15 students chose holograms, 6 students chose flexible
phones, 13 students chose mind uploading, and one student chose internet of behavior.
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The presentations were produced using different templates, styles, color, fonts, and size. Some
students designed their own templates while others preferred to use the more conventional tem-
plate provided by the university. They rarely applied animation or sound effects between slides.
Yet, they appeared to use font and colors as a way to enhance the presentations’ attractiveness and
ultimately indicate their creativity.

The PowerPoint tool provided students with the possibility to insert images, word art, hy-
perlinks, and videos, including their own. Yet, an examination of students’ slides shows that they
tended to privilege two semiotic modes, mainly text and image to create their presentations. The
majority of the presentations had text (either in bullet points or paragraphs) accompanied by an
image on the right or left (Figure 1). In this way, the visual mode appeared to be complementary
(i.e., used mainly to emphasize what has been written).

he thing that needs to be
developed in order to help in
the work and the spread of

ying cars is the factor of
safety and security to preserve
the lives of people

How will it benefit the humanity

There are a lot of ways teleportation can help the humanity, and it is not only
limited to space, for example people can:

Teleport from a place to another, and reduce the time needed to travel
and the costs.

» This can also contribute to the reduction of the carbon foot print on the
environment.

» It can help astronauts explore the universe without worrying about
travelling times.

Figure 1. Screenshot from a student’s PPT showing how they juxtaposed two modes

Some students had images alone, which they supplemented later with verbal explanation, which
indicates their understanding of the contribution of image to the text mode (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Screenshot from a student’s PPT including a diagram

Nevertheless, some students created presentations that were entirely textual resembling a tradi-
tional essay (Figure 3).

@ Finally, The urgent necessity of individuals and
organizations pave the way to think seriously of
inventing robots with these features that are
characterized of speediness and multi-function ,

and the imaginary dreams will come into existence

and real in 2021, and they will be seen normally
that the robots are spread everywhere and done

many functions

Figure 3. Screenshot from a student’s PPT showing the use of one mode throughout the project

These preliminary findings suggest that the students chose tools with which they were familiar
and which can be used to present research findings. Nevertheless, they did not take advantage of
the affordances of PowerPoint to demonstrate creativity. Instead, they relied solely on text and im-
age to convey meaning and complete the task. It is possible that the concept of creativity was not
well-understood. Also, perhaps, they were unfamiliar with basic affordances of PowerPoint, such as
incorporating hyperlinks and sound. Furthermore, it could be that the students thought a Power-
Point would be the most appropriate way to accomplish the purpose of the unessay assignment.
Since they were required to describe a future technology, it made more sense to them to do some
research and then present their research findings through a PowerPoint presentation. While it can



116 Creativity. Theories — Research — Applications, 9(1) 2022

be useful for the students to focus on text to express meaning, it certainly diminished their creativ-
ity as evidenced by their resulting products. The PowerPoints seemed effective and yet were not
original or different. In the next section, an analysis of students’ perceptions as well as performance
on both the essays and unessays will be presented. The analysis will take into account the extent
to which students demonstrated creativity and met the traditional essay writing requirements of
organization, content, and mechanics. In addition, interview data will be presented to further sup-
port data from students’ survey responses and scores on both assignments.

Research Question 2: How did the students perceive the unessay assignment in compar-
ison with traditional essay writing?

The second research question focuses on comparing students’ perceptions of traditional writing to
their perceptions of the unessay. Table 1 demonstrates that 51% (n=23) preferred writing an essay
and 49% (n=22) preferred the unessay. Survey data indicated that they seemed to be split between
the two types of writing. We also asked students which task was more interesting and relevant
to their lives. Survey results supported that most students found the unessay more interesting
(n=28, 62%) while only 38% believed that the essay-writing task was more interesting. Most of the
students (62%) also reported that they would rather work a similar assignment in the future. During
the interview, we asked the students to provide reasons why they preferred one assignment over
the other. The students explained that they enjoyed working on the unessay because they were
weak at writing and the project gave them the chance to avoid many academic conventions. Those
who did not enjoy the unessay indicated that they preferred writing an essay because it did not in-
volve searching for information and dealing with academic citations. Another student confidently
spoke about feeling better and having more experience about writing essays since high school.
Nevertheless, while the unessay was generally understood by most of the respondents as more
interesting (i.e., more relevant to students’ lives) than essay writing, many students (n=28, 63%) still
reported that they found the unessay more difficult.

Table 1. Students’ attitudes to the essay and unessay assignments

Question Response F % Asymp. Sig.  Chi-square

Which task did you prefer? Essay 2 el 0.881 0.022
Unessay 22 49

Which task was more interesting? Essay 7 38 0.101 2,689
Unessay 28 62
) . Essay 16 36

Which task was more difficult? 0.053 3.756
Unessay 29 64

Which task would you rather complete in the Essay 17 37 0101 7689

future? Unessay 28 63




Besma Allaqui, Facilitating Creativity through Multimodal Writing 117

We compared frequency distributions of students’ responses using a chi-square test to check
whether the frequencies in each variable were statistically different from each other. By compar-
ing observed frequencies to expected frequencies, we obtained values that were larger than .05.
We therefore concluded that our observed frequencies were not significantly different from the
expected frequencies. There were no major differences in the students’ opinions towards the two
types of tasks, which could partly explain their text-heavy unessays.

When rating their overall competence at creating unessays, a little less than half (44%) believed
that their ability was good or very good whereas many more students (69%) rated their ability to
write essays as good or very good. Similar results were reported when students were asked to as-
sess their comfort level with the two types of writing. In line with the results above, the majority
(64%) reported that they feel comfortable writing an essay while a little more than half of them
(55%) said they feel comfortable creating a project. These results indicate that there seems to be
more disagreement and uncertainty among the students over their attitudes towards multimodal
writing than towards conventional essay writing, which might indicate more familiarity with essay
writing given their past experience with structured genres.

Despite the apparent tension between essay writing and the unessay assignment, students’
opinions about the extent to which the unessay project helped develop their essay-writing skills
were favorable. The data in Table 2 indicate that most students had positive opinions about the
project.

Table 2. Means and standard deviations for how helpful multimodal writing was in developing writing skills

Aspect Helpful Neutral Not helpful M sD
Overall English Proficiency 72% 0% 28% 3.655 1.36
Punctuation 55% 28% 17% 3.379 m
Spelling 79% 11% 10% 3.931 0.99
Grammar 72% 17% 1% 3.758 0.95
Vocabulary 72% 17% 11% 3.896 1.04
Organizing information 72% 17% 11% 3.827 1.00
Learning about the topic of writing 69% 21% 10% 3.758 0.98
Citation 66% 31% 3% 3.689 0.80
Paraphrasing 66% 271% 7% 3.655 0.85
Finding information 69% 24% 7% 3.827 0.96
Using technology 73% 24% 3% 3.965 0.94
Learning about the purpose of writing 69% 14% 17% 3.655 1.04
Learning about the audience of writing 72% 11% 17% 3.758 1.09

The most agreed upon benefit was improving their knowledge of technology (m=3.96, sd=0.94)
with only a marginal number of students feeling the project was not helpful in this area. Students
explained in the interviews that they learnt how to incorporate different elements of multimedia.
The students also found the project to be very useful for practicing lexical knowledge, such as
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spelling and vocabulary skills. Their positive perceptions of vocabulary and spelling appeared to
mirror those related to grammar. Most students reported that their grammar improved after com-
pleting the project. Fewer students (55%), however, reported improvement in punctuation.

With regards to major writing aspects, many students found that the project helped them
learn about finding information and organizing skills with both statements having similarly posi-
tive means. Furthermore, the students rated “learning about audience” and “learning about the
purpose of writing” positively indicating that they believed the project prepared them to deal with
different audiences and purposes of writing. During the interview, the students noted that the fact
that they had to present their work also alerted them to the possibility that an audience other than
the teacher might view their work.

The quality of the resulting unessays and essays was compared using an analytical rubric,
which contained five criteria: Purpose; Content; Creativity; Organization; and Language and me-
chanics. The results are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. A comparison of students’ performance on the essay and unessay assignments

M SD t sig d
Overall quality Ef:i’say 1922184 11?3 7579 000 2261
Purpose E::g’say ?gg g% 7034 000 1165
Content Ef:i’say ;1; 8471:) 0184 0.855 0811
Creativity E;S:Sysay 11;?; gi; 1431 160 0416
Organization E::i’say ;’5 822 0.696 490 107
Language and Mechanics lEJSnS:sysay 23?27 gii -5.361 .000 1.028

The overall score of the unessays was a little higher than the overall score of the essay. The mean
for the essay was 9.88 (1.88) whereas the mean for the unessay was 12.44 (1.19). The results of the
paired sample t-tests revealed that the differences were statistically significant. Therefore, this pre-
liminary result indicated that the essay and unessay were differentially effective.

Table 3 also shows that the results for the criteria of “purpose” and “language and mechanics”
were significantly different. With regards to purpose, the essay scores were higher than the unes-
say scores. This means that the students had a better understanding of the purpose and audience
of traditional writing since they were more familiar with conventional forms. In the criterion of
language and conventions, the students were able to make fewer grammatical and mechanical
mistakes in the unessay. This is probably because they had to write less and rely more on pictures to
convey meaning. There were no significant differences in the quality of the essays and unessays in
terms of content, creativity, and organization. The students were able to demonstrate good under-
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standing of the topic and provide accurate and relevant information for each assignment. Similarly,
they were able to organize their assignments in a logical way. With regards to creativity, the stu-
dents obtained low scores in both assignments. Although the open-ended nature of the unessay
provided the students with multiple opportunities to blend a variety of modes, they seemed to
favor conventional approaches, hence diminishing their creative thinking.

Interview results

The students’ interview comments were aligned with the survey results. Most students we inter-
viewed stated that they enjoyed the unessay and wanted to complete a similar assignment in the
future. As one student mentioned: “no teacher has ever given us the unessay. | like choosing my own
topic and tool.” The students appreciated the fact that they were given the freedom to choose any
mode and reported that they were not normally allowed to choose their own topic or tool. They
also felt that the flexibility offered by the unessay assignment helped build their creativity. For
these students, creativity was described in terms of the choice of colors, use of pictures, use of
customized templates, and animation of slides. As one student put it: “/ like the design of my project.
I was trying to be creative. | used dark on light colors. | added animations. My friends used the univer-
sity’s template, but | preferred to create my own. It looked more attractive.” They also indicated that
they had more difficulty in the essay assignment than in the unessay. Many students mentioned
grammar and spelling as their major concern while writing the essay. Nevertheless, they noted that
both assignments shared similar characteristics, which they found challenging, such as searching
for information.

Although the students seemed to enjoy the many affordances offered by multimedia tools,
they all chose to create PowerPoint presentations to convey their meaning. Their interview re-
sponses indicated various reasons for their choices. Most students explained that they decided to
create PowerPoint presentations, because they made many presentations in the past. As a student
put it in the interview: “l know how to create a PowerPoint. We do this in all our projects. | am not wor-
ried about any problem.” Other students mentioned that they felt a PowerPoint presentation would
be more appropriate to their topic. For example, one student made the comment that they chose
a PowerPoint presentation because it allowed them to use pictures to show their future technology.
Still, some other students explained that they chose to create a PowerPoint presentation because
they could obtain higher grades. As one student commented, “I'll get a higher mark if | do presenta-
tion. There is not much writing. We always do presentation in our courses.” For some other students, it
was the lack of time and preparation that discouraged them from exploring new modes. One stu-
dent indicated that they wanted to do a video but had difficulty to manage their time given their
numerous other assignments. Another student highlighted their lack of knowledge about using
other digital tools: “I thought about creating a blog and | saw an example which looked good but | do
not know how. | was not prepared to create a blog”.

It was evident from students’ responses that their creativity was constrained by their desire
to obtain high grades, past experience, lack of time, and lack of preparation. They preferred not



120 (reativity. Theories — Research — Applications, 9(1) 2022

to leave their comfort zones and use more familiar modes that can be appreciated by their teach-
ers and that can earn them better grades. Furthermore, students’ responses suggested that they
had a limited view of creativity, specifically the ability to incorporate pictures and other visual ele-
ments.

DISCUSSION

In the current exploratory study, participants were required to write an essay and an unessay on the
same topic. Unlike previous studies, which dictated the modes to students, we aimed to examine
what modes students utilized when they were given the freedom to choose any mode. We also at-
tempted to understand how students perceived the unessay in comparison with traditional essay
writing because perceptions may reflect the application of creativity. Analysis of the final projects
shows some resistance to employ unfamiliar modes that was found in previous studies (Chen, 2021;
Kim & Belcher, 2020). The participants in this study were given the freedom to use any semiotic
resource. Nevertheless, none of the students used any digital tools, which would enable audio or
visual recordings. PowerPoint seemed to be the most common way for the students to make mean-
ing in a multimodal assignment. As indicated in their interviews, they seemed to place so much
emphasis on writing skills, which represents a crucial factor leading to resistance in using a wider
range of modes. Indeed, these students were enrolled in a writing class for which they need to get
a minimum of a “C” to remain in the program. They were cognizant that they may lose marks if
they did not write correctly. While the students were able to share information about their future
technology, the length of text and lack of other semiotic modes, such as sounds and video, kept
them from fully engaging with their multimodal writing experience and from developing creativ-
ity. These results are in line with previous research, which demonstrated that students resisted new
types of writing for various reasons. For example, Chen (2021) reported that most students resisted
new modalities and opted for conventional forms of writing, which they found easier and more
beneficial. Findings from this study and others thus suggest that creativity is dependent upon stu-
dents’ ideologies and perceptions about writing. It is not automatic in all multimodal assignments
and teachers should aim at developing students’ metalanguage for multimodal composing in or-
der to nurture an effective writing experience.

Through the quantitative analysis of the survey, we were able to ascertain that students were
divided in their attitudes towards essay writing and unessay. The students described creating their
projects as more interesting than conventional essay writing. Furthermore, they expressed an inter-
est to undertake similar projects in the future. Nevertheless, the students did report feeling more
confident about writing essays than about creating multimodal projects. They also showed agree-
ment that the unessay assignment was more difficult than essay writing. Their interview responses
further highlighted that use of software, finding information on the Internet, and having to speak
in public pose significant challenges to their multimodal writing process. This result is an indication
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of how students negotiate creativity in a multimodal writing assignment. Although they seemed
to enjoy composing multimodally, the complexity of weaving together various modes seemed to
deter them from taking risks and turning their essays into more creative designs. Previous research
also revealed that despite having the potential to be more motivating to students than traditional
essay writing, many students still preferred textual modes because of the affordances to develop
a clear thesis and give more details about the topic (Alexander, Powell, & Green, 2012; Kim & Belcher
2020; Kim & Kang 2020). In Alexander, Powell, and Green’s (2012) study, many participants explained
that it was hard to make a clear point using a video and therefore they found the lack of a thesis as
a limitation of multimodal essays.

Despite the perceived difficulty with completing the unessay project, students could not ig-
nore a number of affordances. Among these affordances students identified technology as the
most significant benefit of creating an unessay. It seems that students view multimodal writing
as relying only on digital tools. If we ask students what creativity means in multimodal writing,
they would certainly say that using new tools makes their writing more creative. There was also
a consensus on the helpfulness of the project in developing writing skills. Although the goal of
the assignment was to give the students choices in their mediums in order to enhance creativity,
they still believed that the assignment provided them with an opportunity to improve the good
aspects of writing such as content, organization, mechanics, audience, purpose, and paraphras-
ing practices. This finding was reflected in their final productions and in their interviews, where
they explained that their main goal in the unessay assignment was to show to their teacher and
peers that they can write effectively since they were in a writing class and not in an innovation or
arts class. These perceived potential benefits have also been well-documented and demonstrated
in the literature dealing with multimodal writing, which suggested that students transferred the
literacy practices of print-based writing into multimodal writing (Hellmich, Castek, Smith, Floyd,
& Wen, 2021; O’Halloran; 2019; Smith, Pacheco, & Khorosheva, 2020). These findings suggest that
students need further support on understanding the concept of creativity and how it relates to
multimodal writing. Through understanding creativity in multimodal writing, students may also
develop a more complex understanding of multimodal writing.

PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

This study has some pedagogical implications for designing and implementing a writing course
that incorporates multimodal writing. In this study, participants first wrote an essay and then com-
pleted an unessay on the same topic. The sequence of tasks helped students become aware of
the coexistence of multimodal writing and essay writing. As it could be seen from the survey and
interview results, while students perceived the unessay task as more challenging than the essay
task, they could not ignore that just like print-based writing, multimodal writing can be used to
make meaning and develop writing skills. When designing a course that includes multimodal writ-
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ing, teachers should help students understand this coexistence by highlighting the differences and
similarities between traditional essays and multimodal writing and identifying how each mode
contributes to meaning. Teachers should also take into account students’ perceptions of multimo-
dal and essay writing as these mediate their mode choices.

Another implication relates to providing students with choices in terms of medium and mode.
It seemed useful to allow students to use their own modes as this would give them the chance to
discover the functions of each mode. Our results suggest that choice provides many benefits, since
students reported that they enjoyed the project and were able to choose modes with which they
felt most comfortable. Nevertheless, guidance and scaffolding for the unessay assignment are still
required. Results have demonstrated that it is not sufficient to provide the students with a topic
and ask them to be creative. There is worry that low-level students might misinterpret the assign-
ment, lack creativity, or even fear delving into innovative projects. Instructors who wish to experi-
ment with the unessay project should provide students with clear guidelines and explicit advice
on the structure of their multimodal assignment. As stated earlier, it is necessary to equip students
with a metalanguage of multimodality to nurture an effective multimodal writing experience (Haf-
ner, 2018; O'Hara & Sternberg, 2001; Van Broekhoven, Belfi, Hocking, & van der Velden, 2020).

STUDY LIMITATIONS

The current study makes some contributions to the field, which we believe will trigger some future
research. Unlike many previous studies, this study did not dictate the mediums or modes to be
used to create multimodal projects. Rather, the students were asked to submit any type of project
as long as it was multimodal. We aimed to encourage the students to experiment with new modali-
ties, which could help develop their creativity. Nevertheless, this study is bound by time and space.
The study explored perceptions of a relatively limited number of participants, mostly males. This
is unfortunate since enrollment in reading and writing classes at the current context is extremely
low compared with other universities. More research on a larger and more representative sample
is warranted. Additionally, the current study focused on multimodal products and did not cap-
ture process data that could provide additional insights on students’ decisions. Furthermore, in this
study, we used a descriptive topic (describe a future technology) and asked participants to choose
any medium to complete their projects. In the future, researchers can change the topic from de-
scriptive to narrative or argumentative and can ask participants to produce two different projects
(video and PowerPoint). Finally, this study did not explore teachers’ perceptions of multimodal writ-
ing. Future research should examine students’ as well as teachers’ perceptions of multimodal writ-

ing.
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CONCLUSION

The study has provided an insight into what modes students choose when they are given the
freedom to select any mode and what perceptions they have towards a multimodal writing as-
signment called the unessay. This is an important insight because many multimodal assignments
are assumed to automatically facilitate creativity. In our research, we demonstrate that creativity is
dependent upon students’ preferences, goals, and perceptions. Our main contribution is showing
that teachers should give students additional instruction into the metalanguage of multimodality.
More attention needs to be paid to ways of preparing teachers to take students’ preferences and
perceptions into consideration.

References

Amabile, T.M., & Gitomer, J. (1984). Children’s artistic creativity: Effects of choice in task materials. Personality
and Social Psychology Bulletin, 10(2), 209-215.

Alexander, K.P,, Powell, B., & Green, S.C. (2011). Understanding modal affordances: Student perceptions of
potentials and limitations in multimodal composition. Basic Writing eJournal, 10(11.1).

Aycock, J., Wright, H., Hildebrandt, J., Kenny, D., Lefebvre, N., Lin, M., ... & Yuen, A. (2019, May). Adapting the”
Unessay” for Use in Computer Science. In Proceedings of the Western Canadian Conference on Comput-
ing Education (pp. 1-6).

Bereczki, E.O., & Karpati, A. (2021). Technology-enhanced creativity: a multiple case study of digital technol-
ogy-integration expert teachers’ beliefs and practices. Thinking Skills and Creativity, 39, 100791.

Burnard, P. (2006). Reflecting on the creativity agenda in education. Cambridge Journal of Education, 36(3),
313-318.

Bohannon, J.L. (2015). Not astitch out of place: Assessing students’ attitudes towards multimodal
composition. Bellaterra Journal of Teaching & Learning Language & Literature, 8(2), 33.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2),
77-101.

Chen, CW.Y. (2021). Composing print essays versus composing across modes: students’ multimodal choices
and overall preferences. Literacy, 55(1), 25-38.

Ducate, L.C,, Anderson, L.L., & Moreno, N. (2011). Wading through the world of wikis: An analysis of three
wiki projects. Foreign Language Annals, 44(3), 495-524.

Greenberg, E. (1992). Creativity, autonomy, and evaluation of creative work: Artistic workers in
organizations. The Journal of Creative Behavior, 26(2), 75-80.

Hafner, C.A. (2014). Embedding digital literacies in English language teaching: Students’ digital video
projects as multimodal ensembles. TESOL quarterly, 48(4), 655-685.

Hafner, C.A. (2015). Remix culture and English language teaching: The expression of learner voice in digital
multimodal compositions. Tesol Quarterly, 49(3), 486-509.

Hafner, C.A. (2018). Visual design and multimodal composing. The TESOL encyclopedia of English language
teaching, 1-7.

Hafner, C.A. (2020). Digital Multimodal Composing: How to Address Multimodal Communication Forms in
ELT. English Teaching, 75(3), 133-146.

Hellmich, E., Castek, J., Smith, B.E., Floyd, R., & Wen, W. (2021). Student perspectives on multimodal compos-
ing in the L2 classroom: tensions with audience, media, learning and sharing. English Teaching: Practice
& Critique, 20(2), 210-226.



124 Creativity. Theories — Research — Applications, 9(1) 2022

Henriksen, D., & Mishra, P. (2015). We teach who we are: Creativity in the lives and practices of accomplished
teachers. Teachers College Record, 117(7), 1-46.

Howell, E., Reinking, D., & Kaminski, R. (2015). Writing as creative design: Constructing multimodal argu-
ments in a multiliteracies framework. Journal of Literacy and Technology, 16(1), 2-36.

Hull, G.A., & Nelson, M.E. (2005). Locating the semiotic power of multimodality. Written communication, 22(2),
224-261.

Hundley, M., & Holbrook, T. (2013). Set in stone or set in motion?: Multimodal and digital writing with pre-
service English teachers. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 56(6), 500-509.

Jakopak, R.P, Monteith K.L. & Merkle B.G. (2019). Writing Science. Bulletin of the Ecological Society of Ameri-
ca, 100(4), 1-5.

Jewitt, C., & Kress, G.R. (2003). Multimodal literacy. New York: Lang.

Jewitt, C., & Kress, G. (2010). Multimodality, literacy and school English. In The Routledge international hand-
book of English, language and literacy teaching (pp. 366-377). London: Routledge.

Jones, L.A. (2010). Podcasting and performativity: Multimodal invention in an advanced writing class. Com-
position Studies, 38(2), 75-91.

Jiang, L. (2018). Digital multimodal composing and investment change in learners’ writing in English as
a foreign language. Journal of Second Language Writing, 40, 60-72.

Kim, Y., & Belcher, D. (2020) Multimodal Composing and Traditional Essays: Linguistic Performance and
Learner Perceptions. RELC Journal, 51(1), 86-100.

Kim, Y., & Kang, S. (2020). Writing to Make Meaning through Collaborative Multimodal Composing among
Korean EFL Learners: Writing Processes, Writing Quality and Student Perception. Computers and Com-
position, 58, 102609.

Kress, G. & Van Leeuwen, T. (2001). Multimodal discourse. The Modes and Media of Contemporary Communica-
tion. London: Cappelen.

Lee, V.J., Meloche, A., Grant, A., Neuman, D., & Tecce DeCarlo, M.J. (2019). “My Thoughts on Gun Violence™
An Urban Adolescent’s Display of Agency and Multimodal Literacies. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Lit-
eracy, 63(2), 157-168.

O’Donnell, D.P, Bay, J.L., Dering, E., Gal, M., Grandfield, V., Hobma, H., & Singh, G. (2016). The third academic
freedom. Light on Teaching, 4-6.

O’Hara, L.A., & Sternberg, R.J. (2001). It doesn’t hurt to ask: Effects of instructions to be creative, practical, or
analytical on essay-writing performance and their interaction with students’ thinking styles. Creativity
Research Journal, 13(2), 197-210.

Ranker, J. (2015). Redesigning the everyday: Recognizing creativity in student writing and multimodal
composing. Language Arts, 92(5), 359.

Shin, D.S., & Cimasko, T. (2008). Multimodal composition in a college ESL class: New tools, traditional
norms. Computers and composition, 25(4), 376-395.

Smith, B.E., Amgott, N., & Malova, 1. (2021). “It Made Me Think in a Different Way”: Bilingual Students’ Per-
spectives on Multimodal Composing in the English Language Arts Classroom. TESOL Quatrterly.

Smith, B.E., Pacheco, M.B., & Khorosheva, M. (2020). Emergent bilingual students and digital multimodal
composition: a systematic review of research in secondary classrooms. Reading Research Quarterly.

Sternberg, R.J., & Lubart, T.I. (1999). The concept of creativity: Prospects and paradigms. Handbook of crea-
tivity, 1, 3-15.

Sullivan, P. (2015). The UnEssay: Making room for creativity in the composition classroom. College Composi-
tion and Communication, 6-34.

Takayoshi, P, & Selfe, C.L. (2007). Thinking about multimodality. Multimodal composition: Resources for teach-
ers, 1-12.



Besma Allaqui, Facilitating Creativity through Multimodal Writing 125
Vasudevan, L., Schultz, K., & Bateman, J. (2010). Rethinking composing in a digital age: Authoring literate
identities through multimodal storytelling. Written communication, 27(4), 442-468.

Van Broekhoven, K., Belfi, B., Hocking, |., & van der Velden, R. (2020). Fostering university students’ idea gen-
eration and idea evaluation skills with a cognitive-based creativity training. Creativity, 7(2), 284-308.

Yang, Y.F.D. (2012). Multimodal composing in digital storytelling. Computers and Composition, 29(3), 221-
238.

Yeh, H.C. (2018). Exploring the perceived benefits of the process of multimodal video making in developing
multiliteracies. Language Learning & Technology, 22(2), 28-37.

Walsh, C.S. (2007). Creativity as capital in the literacy classroom: Youth as multimodal designers. Litera-
cy, 41(2), 79-85.

Williams, R., Runco, M.A., & Berlow, E. (2016). Mapping the themes, impact, and cohesion of creativity re-
search over the last 25 years. Creativity Research Journal, 28(4), 385-394.

Zhang, Y., & O'Halloran, K.L. (2019). Empowering the point: Pains and gains of a writer’s traversals between
print-based writing and multimodal composing. Linguistics and Education, 51, 1-11.

Zhao, S., Djonoyv, E., & Van Leeuwen, T. (2014). Semiotic technology and practice: a multimodal social semi-
otic approach to PowerPoint. Text & Talk, 34(3), 349-375.

APPENDIX A
Essay and Unessay prompts

Essay prompt

Write a short essay about a technology that you would like to see become real (250). Include
an introduction, body, and conclusion. You will be graded on content, organization, vocabulary,
and mechanics.

Unessay prompt

Choose your future technology. Present your unessay in any form you please (written word,
image, music, video, PowerPoint, poster, poem, website, artefact, etc.). Anything is accepted a long
as it is visual! You will be graded on the content and form of your unessay. Be creative and make
your unessay attractive!
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APPENDIX B
Essay/Unessay Grading Rubric

Purpose Demonstrates a thor- Demonstrates some Demonstrates a basic Demonstrates little
ough understanding understanding of the understanding of the understanding of the
of the purpose of the purpose of the assign-  purpose of the assign-  purpose of the assign-
assignment. Excellent ~ ment. Good choice of ment. Adequate choice  ment. Poor choice of
choice of medium. medium. of medium. medium.

Content Demonstrates excellent ~ Demonstrates good Demonstrates adequate  Demonstrates poor
understanding of the understanding of the understanding of the understanding of the
topic though usingap-  topic. Uses some ap- topic Uses little ap- topic. Uses no appropri-
propriate, relevant, and  propriate, relevant,and  propriate, relevant, and  ate, relevant, and accu-
accurate information. accurate information. accurate information. rate information.

Creativity The assignment is ex- The assignment is The assignment demon-  The assignment is

ceptionally unique and
original; shows great
imagination, insight,

creative but not unique;
shows effective im-
agination; may blend

strates little creativity;
shows little imagination
and is mainly conven-

not original and not
creative; shows minimal
imagination and is ex-

and style; takes risks familiar with new de- ~tional in content and clusively conventional in
in design and content;  sign or content to create  design. content and design
does not follow rulesor  something new
conventions

Organization The assignment The assignment has The assignmentishard ~ The modes and ideas
isorganized and well-  a clear structure.afew  to follow. Modes and seem to be randomly
structured. modes and ideas may ideas are sometimes not ~ arranged.

seem out of place. clear.

Language and
mechanics

Contains no errors in
grammar, spelling, or
mechanics.

Contains only minor er-
rors in grammar, spell-
ing, or mechanics.

Contains one or two
major errors in gram-
mar, spelling, or me-
chanics.

Contains several major
errors in grammar,
spelling, or mechanics.




Student Survey
Question 1
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Which assignment did you like better?

Q  Writing an essay

Q Doing an unessay project

Question 2

Which assignment was more interesting?

Q  Writing an essay

Q Doing an unessay project

Question 3

Which assignment did you feel was more difficult?

Q  Writing an essay

Q Doing an unessay project

Question 4

In the future, which assignment would you choose to work on?

Q  Writing an essay

Q Doing an unessay project

Question 5

How did you feel about writing an essay?

127

Very uncomfortable Uncomfortable Neutral Comfortable Very comfortable
O O O O O
Question 6
How good were you at writing an essay?
Very Good Good Average Poor Very poor
O O O O ©)
Question 7

How did you feel about doing an unessay project (a PowerPoint, a video, a poster)?

Very uncomfortable Uncomfortable Neutral Comfortable Very comfortable
Q o O Q o
Question 8
How good were you at doing an unessay project (PowerPoint, poster, video) for class?
Very Good Good Average Poor Very poor
Q o O Q o
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Question 9
Now that you have completed the unessay project, how helpful was the project in improving
the following areas?

Not helpful atall Alittle helpful Neutral Helpful Very helpful
Overall English proficiency O o o Q Q
Punctuation ©) o o o o
Spelling o o o Q Q
Grammar O o o o Q
Vocabulary O o o Q Q
Organizing information o ©) ©) ©) )
Learning about the topic of writing o o o O O
(itation O o o o Q
Paraphrasing O o o Q Q
Finding information O o o Q Q
Using technology o o o Q o
Learning about the purpose of writing o o o o o
Learning about audience (readers, viewers) @) o o o) o)
APPENDIXD

Interview Schedule:

What did you create? Why?

Did you enjoy doing this project? Explain

Would you like to complete another unessay in the future? Explain

Do you consider the unessay to be more or less difficult than writing an essay? Explain
What problems did you encounter while writing the essay? Explain

What problems did you encounter while completing the unessay project? Explain

N o vk wN -

What did you learn while creating your project? Explain
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Template for the chart used to analyze students’ unessays
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Student General Different What content each
unessay structure modes mode provides

Interaction between
different resources
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