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• We all know that: 

 …effective communication in education needs 
mastery of language and other forms of 
communications.  

 

• We all ask: 

 how can better communication skills help in a 
context of poor English and multilingualism? 

 

• We should first ask: 

 how do we communicate? 



WE ARE WE GOING? 

 



IN DAY-TO-DAY COMMUNICATION 

 



IN THE DAY-TO-DAY CLASSROOM 



TOO MUCH VERBAL COMMUNICATION 
TOO MANY WORDS 

SOCIAL 

SCIENCE 

MATHS 

LIFE 

ORIENTATION 

 

EMS 

NATURAL

SCIENCE 

LANGUAGES 

ART 



 WHAT IF WE COULD USE OTHER 
MEANS OF COMMUNICATION TO 
SUPPORT VERBAL 
COMMUNICATION ? 

 

   …SUPPORT LEARNING? 
 



SEMIOTICS 

• Semiotics is the study of signs, their forms of 
expression and contents (Brandt, 2004).  

• According to Gorny (1994) semiotics is a way 
of viewing anything as constructed and 
functioning similarly to language, thus 
everything can be described as language (or as 
having a language), for example, gestures and 
facial expressions, the culinary arts, and 
religious rituals.  

 



SEMIOTIC MIX 

• Semiotic mix refers to a mixture of different 
signs, tools and artefacts which could be used 
to support or communicate thinking.  

• According to Danesi (2007) there is an “inner 
world” of intrapersonal communication and 
an “outer world,” which includes the artefacts 
produced by this inner activity and which may 
contribute to further critical and/or creative 
thinking.  

 



MULTI-MODALITIES 

• Multi-modalities: In the domain of semiotics, 
a modality is a particular way in 
which information is encoded for presentation 
and communication (Danesi, 2007).  

• Combinations of signs can be multi-modal, i.e. 
different types of signs grouped together for 
effect.  

• In terms of this presentation multi-modality will 
refer to the different signs which could be used in 
learning  

 



A 2ND YEAR MODULE ON COGNITIVE 
DEVELOPMENT 

• Similar issues as everywhere in SA 

• Students’ inner world of intrapersonal 
learning was brought to the surface – how? 

• Alternative range of signs and tools that were 
used in the course content delivery and 
assessment by both students and lecturer  

 

 

 



Semiotic Mix 

• language based activities such as class 
discussions, oral feedback on school and 
classroom observations, and written class 
tasks;  

• production of activities such as collages, 
posters and mind-maps;  

• kinesthetic activities – using movement and 
dramatisations to communicate knowledge-
making and understanding 

 



DIFFERENT FORMS OF ASSESSMENT 

• Short weekly class tasks (including a group 
poster presentation) 

• A dramatic  play production 

• An term paper assignment at the end of the 
semester instead of a summative 
examination question paper 

 



WEEKLY TASKS 

• Each week the students were assigned a 
short class task to do, either, in class or at 
home at the end of the lecture.  

• Collages, pictures, mind maps etc to reflect 
their understanding of a concept learned 

• Collaborative learning 







 



Student’s feedback: 

• “… I managed to understand the question 
after my classmate helped me understand by 
explaining it to me, without the help of my 
classmate I would not have managed to start 
writing that week’s task since I was not 
understanding the question. My classmate 
acted as a scaffold” (Focus group interview 2, participant 6) 

 



A DRAMATIC GROUP PLAY PRODUCTION 

• One of the main (alternative) assessment tasks of the 
semester comprised a dramatic play production.  

• The students formed small groups, devised and 
performed a short play in which they could dramatise 
any aspect of the course work.  

• The production had to fulfil all the requirements of 
drama and the theme had to exemplify child cognitive 
development in some way.  

• The students had to write, direct and act in their 
plays, and had to form a production team that was 
also the authorial, the acting and directing team.  

• True collaboration was required.  

 











 
A Student’s thoughts on the social 

learning experience during the play  

  
• “With the play I was horrified, because with our 

group the people were so young and they were 
talking about rap and the low self-esteem came flying 
to me because I had that thing that I couldn’t rap and 
after a while I got used to the situation. I had to come 
out of my comfort zone and even at school you would 
find kids like that I don’t want to come out of their 
comfort zone and then I felt the same way, and 
because I was in a group the group encouraged us 
that we must do this because it’s for marks, and 
besides we were enjoying it and it started to be fun,” 

      (Focus group 6, participant 4). 

 



  

• “… about the play I was really enjoying the 
play and what I understood about the play 
was, … because most of the theorists are 
overseas. But my group we decided to do the 
taxi scene and we really understood what the 
theorists are all about because we took it and 
made it part of our country, community and I 
uhm, I doubt that they have a lady that is 
selling food and the taxi is overseas, but we 
took it to South Africa.” 

     (Focus group interview 1, participant 5). 

 



 
EXAMINATION TASK - END OF SEMESTER 

 
• Take home exam 

• Focused on three areas 

• The technical requirements of the essay (e.g. 
length) and the assessment rubric were 
discussed on the day that they received the 
assignment.  

• Creativity and the format of the essay were 
left to their own initiative  

 





Relevance? 

• What if there were alternative ways of letting 
children learn? 

• What if you could include multiple modes of 
engagement with learning content? 

• Multiple modes of assessment? 

• What if we could give more learners a chance 
to use their strengths to support their 
difficulties? 



Successful? Has their conceptual 
system changed? 

 

• “I will be able to make a learning 
environment without a teacher being in just  
talk and chalk writing. I know now that 
children can learn in different ways  - ‘cause 
we did.   

  (Focus group 5, participant 5) 

 



THANK YOU 
QUESTIONS & COMMENTS 


