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Abstract

In an era of globalization, effective language education must transcend mere lin-
guistic proficiency to cultivate deep cross-cultural awareness. This study proposes
the integration of visual narratives into English as a Foreign Language (EFL) text-
books through a multimodal lens, combining Multimodal Discourse Analysis
(MDA) with Sociocultural Theory (SCT) and Vygotsky’s Zone of Proxi-mal Devel-
opment (ZPD). By analyzing the use of composition, color, and char-acter interac-
tions within visual narratives, the research reveals that traditional EFL textbooks
often provide superficial cultural representations, whereas dy-namic visual narra-
tives offer a more immersive and cognitively engaging learn-ing experience. The
findings indicate that scaffolded instructional strategies leveraging these multi-
modal resources can significantly enhance both cultural understanding and sec-
ond language acquisition, suggesting a promising frame-work for future curricu-
lum design in EFL contexts.
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1. Introduction

In the context of contemporary globalization, the evolving intercultural landscape
demands diversity and systematic development of cross-cultural competencies
within language education (Kramsch, 1993). Contemporary language learners must
therefore cultivate not only linguistic proficiency but also the cognitive flexibility to
navigate multiple cultural frameworks (Byram, 1997). Current scholarship positions
cross-cultural awareness as a pedagogical cornerstone rather than supplementary
component, recognizing its critical role in facilitating effective intercultural commu-

nication within globalized contexts (Deardorff, 2006).
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EFL (English as a Foreign Language) textbooks, as the core medium of language in-
struction, undertake the dual responsibility of fostering language proficiency and
shaping cultural awareness. However, current EFL textbooks still exhibit several
notable limitations. One point is the superficial cultural representation, which
means that many textbooks present cultural elements through isolated text frag-
ments or standalone images. This often fail to capture the dynamic and complex na-
ture of culture, leading to a superficial understanding of the target culture among
learners (Zhang & Yu, 2020). The other is the underutilization of multimodal re-
sources. Although modern pedagogical theories emphasize the integration of vari-
ous modes of communication, the potential of visual narratives as a composite me-
dium integrating images, symbols, and text remains underdeveloped in EFL text-
books (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). This limitation restricts the effectiveness of
textbooks in guiding learners to explore cultural nuances.

“Visual narratives” in multimodal discourse analysis is based on visual grammar
(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006), which refers to image or sequences of images that tell
stories, as seen in picture books in narrative form with various elements like char-
acters and actions (Painter, et al., 2013). In fostering cross-cultural awareness, visu-
al narratives exhibit unique advantages. Firstly, aligned with Vygotsky’ s Zone of
Proximal Development (1978), visual storytelling provides structured learning op-
portunities. Tasks like analyzing cultural symbols or predicting story outcomes
guide learners from basic awareness to critical thinking (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006).

In contrast, pure text or static images have limitations in conveying cultural conno-
tations. Visual storytelling integrates images, context, and narrative, activating visu-
al, emotional, and cognitive processing. This immersive approach boosts retention
and fosters empathy, helping learners connect more deeply with cultural content
(Norris & Ortega, 2000). Moreover, research indicates that visual narratives play a
significant role in cross-cultural communication. For instance, in the international
dissemination of Chinese stories, optimizing narrative content and dissemination
strategies can effectively enhance cross-cultural awareness and understanding
(Yang & Du, 2024). Learners engage in activities like interpreting nonverbal cues or
role-playing cultural misunderstandings, enhancing their readiness for real-world
communication.

In summary, traditional texts rely on a single-channel linguistic input, making them
susceptible to learners’ language proficiency limitations. Static images, on the
other hand, lack narrative coherence, making it difficult to convey cultural dyna-
mism (Zhang & Yu, 2020). In contrast, visual narratives leverage the synergy be-
tween image sequences and text (Painter et al, 2013) to simulate authentic
cross-cultural scenarios and activate multimodal cognitive processing (Norris & Or-
tega, 2000), offering irreplaceable advantages. Through their unique presentation
methods and multimodal characteristics, can more effectively cultivate students’
cross-cultural awareness, surpassing the limitations of traditional text or static im-
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ages.
While cross-cultural competence is widely regarded as essential and multimodal
teaching methods have demonstrated considerable potential, there remains a sig-
nificant lack of research on visual narratives in EFL textbooks, particularly in rela-
tion to cross-cultural awareness and second language acquisition. Existing research
on multimodality has predominantly focused on the analysis of static images, while
studies grounded in sociocultural theory have primarily explored classroom inter-
actions and teacher guidance. However, recent empirical findings suggest that a
more targeted examination of visual materials in EFL classrooms can significantly
enhance students’ understanding and appreciation of the target culture (Kiss &
Weninger, 2017).

Although the partial validation of relevant theoretical frameworks, large-scale em-
pirical research on textbook design that integrates dynamic visual narratives re-
mains limited. Nonetheless, recent studies, such as those by Navila, Rochsantin-
ingsih, and Drajati (2023), highlight the feasibility and positive impact of applying
digital multimodal composing frameworks in the development of digital storytelling
books. These findings underscore the potential for incorporating similar approaches
into EFL education to enrich cross-cultural learning experiences.

In sum, on the one hand, multimodal research has long focused on static image
analysis (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006), whereas dynamic visual narratives require
the integration of narratology, visual grammar, and technological tools, posing
greater demands for interdisciplinary collaboration. Therefore, despite its recog-
nized potential, its practical application remains lagging behind. On the other hand,
with the widespread adoption of digital tools, the development costs of dynamic
visual narratives have decreased, providing practical feasibility for this study. Based
on the above issues, this study aims to address the following core research ques-
tions:

1) How do visual narratives in EFL textbooks utilize multimodal resources such as
composition, color, and character interactions to promote learners’ cross-cultural
awareness ?

2) How can visual narratives, based on sociocultural theory, enhance second lan-
guage acquisition efficacy through scaffolded interactions ?

3) How can visual narrative design be optimized according to the Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD) theory to accommodate learners’ varying levels of cultural cog-
nition ?

The innovation of this study lies in integrating multimodal discourse analysis with
sociocultural theory to construct a comprehensive model for EFL textbook design.
This model serves three primary functions. First, it examines how dynamic visual
narratives in EFL textbooks employ multimodal resources to convey rich cultural
information. Second, it explores how scaffolded interactions, grounded in sociocul-

tural theory, can support students in internalizing cultural knowledge while en-
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hancing their language proficiency. Finally, it proposes a framework for designing
graded visual narrative tasks based on the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)
theory, enabling a progressive advancement in learners’  cross-cultural awareness

and second language acquisition.

2. Establishing the Foundation: Multimodal Discourse Analysis
and Visual Grammar

In recent years, there has been a fundamental shift in the understanding of commu-
nication, recognizing it as inherently multimodal. Multimodal Discourse Analysis
(MDA), as articulated by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), posits that meaning con-
struction relies not only on text but also on the interaction of various semiotic re-
sources such as images, symbols, and layout design. This theoretical framework
provides a powerful tool for analyzing how visual elements convey meaning. Visual
grammar, a core component of MDA, deconstructs images into three primary di-
mensions:

Representational Meaning: Refers to how images reflect cultural practices by de-
picting characters, actions, and scenes. For example, the spatial arrangement of cer-
tain images in textbooks may evoke collectivist values (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006).
Interactive Meaning: Research by Painter et al. (2013) indicates that the perspective
and color saturation in images can influence viewers’ emotional responses and
engagement levels. A horizontal perspective may imply equality, while vivid colors
can evoke emotional resonance.

Compositional Meaning: The arrangement of text and images guides viewers’ atten-
tion, forming a narrative flow. Effective compositional strategies, such as contrasting
image arrangements, can prompt learners to identify and critically evaluate cultural
differences.

Current research on multimodal discourse analysis primarily focuses on the defini-
tion, development, and hotspots of multimodal discourse. However, these studies
exhibit certain limitations in presenting cultural complexity. For instance, many
studies share similar subjects, unevenly distributed research topics, limited re-
search levels, and a lack of interdisciplinary integration (Zhang et al., 2023).

Visual narratives, as an essential component of multimodal discourse analysis, can
intuitively and vividly convey cultural information through visual elements such as
images and videos, compensating for the shortcomings of traditional text analysis in
presenting cultural complexity. By analyzing the representational, interactive, and
compositional meanings of visual symbols, researchers can gain a deeper under-
standing of the meanings constructed by images from the perspective of visual
grammar and the intentions of the creators (Yang & Zhou, 2023). Furthermore, cur-
rent empirical research highlights the need for improvements in textbook design.
For example, some studies point out that the cultural content in English textbooks

primarily focuses on the target language culture, with limited representation of oth-
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er cultures and local cultures, and a lack of diversity in cultural presentation forms
(Zhang & Yu, 2020). These findings directly indicate the need for improvements in
the selection and presentation of cultural content in textbook design to more com-
prehensively reflect cultural diversity and complexity.

3. The Close Connection Between Multimodality and Sociocultur-
al Theory

Multimodal discourse analysis provides tools for analyzing the ideographic func-
tions of visual symbols, while SCT guides how to promote cultural internalization
through scaffolded interaction. The combination of the two enables this study to not
only deconstruct the multimodal resources in textbooks but also design teaching
tasks that are in line with the ZPD. As can be seen from the structure:

[MDA Analysis] — [SCT-Guided Teaching] — [ZPD-Based Task Design]
Drawing on the fundamental ideas of Vygotskian theory (1978), which have been
further developed in sociocultural research (Lantolf, 2000), socio-cultural theory
(SCT) places significant emphasis on the crucial role of mediated learning and the
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). These elements support learners in making
the transition from dependence to autonomy via scaffolded instruction. Within this
framework, digital multimodal resources, particularly visual narratives, can serve
dual roles: they function as vehicles for transmitting diverse cultural symbols and
practices while also acting as cognitive tools that foster critical analysis and deeper
meaning-making (O’Halloran, 2008).
Empirical research supports these theoretical insights. For example, in the studies
by Kalantzis and Cope (2009), the multiliteracies perspective demonstrates that a
methodical examination of the relationships between images and texts can enhance
semiotic awareness and foster a deeper cultural understanding. Moreover, research
on digital communication and Web 2.0 practices indicates that scaffolded multi-
modal instruction creates an instructional continuum, guiding learners from sur-
face-level symbol recognition toward comprehensive cultural internalization (War-
schauer & Grimes, 2007).
Despite these promising developments, the application of multimodal principles in
EFL textbook design remains inconsistent. Although multimodal resources are
acknowledged for their potential in cultural education, their implementation is often
fragmented and under-theorized. In fact, findings suggest that many language text-
books continue to offer superficial cultural representations, with isolated images
and decontextualized texts failing to capture the dynamic nature of cultural interac-
tion (Deardorff, 2006). These challenges underscore the need for innovative text-
book designs that leverage the coordinated use of multiple modes to enhance cul-
tural meaning construction and promote learners’ critical engagement with cultural

content.

4. From Theory to Practice: The Rationality of Current Research
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Understanding how theoretical frameworks translate into effective pedagogical
strategies is essential for enhancing both linguistic competence and intercultural
awareness in EFL classrooms. While previous chapters have outlined the theoretical
underpinnings of multimodal discourse analysis and sociocultural theory, this
chapter focuses on the practical application of these theories in instructional design.
Specifically, it examines how scaffolded teaching and multimodal analysis work to-
gether to support students in interpreting cultural connotations embedded in visual
narratives. Through this integration, educators can design learning experiences that
not only develop students’ language skills but also foster their ability to engage crit-
ically with cultural content. The following sections explore how scaffolded instruc-
tional approaches and multimodal analysis can be applied synergistically to achieve

these goals.

4.1. The Role of Scaffolded Instructional Design in Exploring Cultural
Connotations

Scaffolded instructional design is central to enabling EFL learners to negotiate com-
plex cultural connotations embedded in visual narratives. Effective scaffolding
through pre-teaching, guided analysis, and interactive discussion can help students
move from surface-level recognition of images to a deeper understanding of the
cultural and ideological nuances behind them. Recent studies have underscored that
when teachers provide targeted support, learners are better able to critically ana-
lyze symbolic elements (e.g., colors, motifs, spatial arrangements) and connect these
with broader sociocultural contexts. For instance, Chen (2020) discovers that the
roles of digital scaffolding materials in language learning and cultural knowledge
learning are different. Such scaffolded approaches thus serve both as cognitive
bridges and as means to empower learners to question and reinterpret cultural
messages in the textbooks.

4.2. The Synergistic Effect of Multimodal Analysis and Scaffolded
Teaching

The combination of multimodal analysis and scaffolded teaching can construct a
complete teaching chain from symbol interpretation to cultural internalization. Mul-
timodal analysis provides tools for identifying and interpreting cultural symbols,
while scaffolded teaching offers students the support needed to gradually internal-
ize cultural meanings during the interpretation process.

In EFL classrooms, teachers can start with a multimodal text, like a storybook with
pictures. Ouyang et al. (2022) applies multimodal learning analytics to study in-
structor scaffoldings’ effects on small groups’ collaborative programming in K-12,
finding various scaffoldings and responses, highlighting the importance of multi-
modal analysis and scaffolded teaching combination. Multimodal analysis helps
students notice details such as character expressions and colors, which might rep-
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resent cultural symbols. Then, through scaffolded tasks, teachers guide students.
The integration of dynamic visual narratives in EFL textbooks with scaffolded inter-
actions and graded tasks forms a comprehensive framework that enhances both
language acquisition and cross-cultural awareness. The integration of theories pro-
posed in this study establishes a powerful pedagogical cycle for handling visual
narratives:

1) Multimodal Deconstruction: By applying Multimodal Discourse Analysis (MDA)
frameworks, teachers and learners can methodically break down and analyze the
connections between visual and textual elements. This helps in understanding how
different semiotic resources, such as images, symbols, and text, interact to convey
meaning.

2) Cultural Semiosis: With the help of Sociocultural Theory (SCT), teachers can pro-
vide structured guidance to students. This enables students to interpret the symbol-
ic meanings within visual narratives. Scaffolded instruction based on SCT supports
learners in moving from basic understanding to a more in - depth exploration of
cultural symbols.

3) Intercultural Internalization: To promote cross-cultural understanding, reflective
tasks are incorporated. These tasks encourage learners to take on different cultural
perspectives. By doing so, students can internalize cultural knowledge, enhancing
their cross-cultural awareness and making the learning experience more meaning-
ful.

In short, this approach makes lessons more engaging and effective. It not only helps
students learn new words and phrases but also lets them explore and understand
different cultures, all in a supportive and gradually challenging environment. By in-
tegrating multimodal analysis with scaffolded teaching in sociocultural theory,
teaching activities can more effectively guide students from surface-level symbol
interpretation to deep cultural connotation exploration and internalization, pro-
moting students’  cross-cultural communication skills.

5. Conclusion

This study explores how incorporating visual narratives into EFL textbooks can
make language learning more engaging and culturally meaningful. By combining
multimodal discourse analysis (MDA) with sociocultural theory (SCT), it addresses
key shortcomings in traditional textbooks, such as their often shallow cultural con-
tent and limited use of multimodal resources. The central argument is that visual
narratives, which blend images, symbols, and text, can create richer learning expe-
riences, helping students develop both language skills and cross-cultural awareness.
The study draws on Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) visual grammar and Vygot-
sky’s (1978) theory of scaffolded learning. By breaking down visual narratives into
representational, interactive, and compositional elements, teachers can help stu-
dents interpret cultural symbols and develop critical thinking skills. At the same
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time, SCT’ s focus on guided learning and the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)
offers a structured way to gradually introduce more complex cultural concepts,
making them easier for learners to absorb. This dual approach not only improves
language proficiency but also helps students think more flexibly about cultural dif-
ferences.

In today’s globalized world, there is a growing need for language education to reflect
the fluid and interconnected nature of cultures. Traditional EFL textbooks often rely
on static images and isolated cultural references, which fail to capture real-life cul-
tural dynamics. Visual narratives, on the other hand, allow learners to engage with
cultural scenarios in a more immersive way. Activities like analyzing body language,
predicting story outcomes, or role-playing cultural misunderstandings align with
research showing that scaffolded, task-based learning is highly effective (Norris &
Ortega, 2000; Kiss & Weninger, 2017).

What makes this study stand out is its interdisciplinary approach, combining MDA
and SCT to create a more holistic model for EFL textbook design. By tailoring visual
narrative tasks to different proficiency levels, the framework ensures that students
with varying levels of cultural knowledge can engage meaningfully. Additionally, the
study considers the role of digital tools, building on recent research on digital story-
telling (Navila et al., 2023), to show how modern technology can make EFL materi-
als more relevant and engaging.

Ultimately, this research calls for a shift in EFL teaching, encouraging educators and
curriculum designers to integrate visual narratives into language instruction. This
approach has the potential to make language learning more immersive, culturally
rich, and adaptable to real-world communication. Future studies will be essential to
fine-tune the framework and explore how it can be applied effectively across differ-

ent educational settings.
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