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Outline	  

!  Defining	  and	  Experiencing	  Synaesthesia	  

!  Synaesthesia:	  Poten<als	  and	  Problems	  for	  
Language	  and	  Literacies	  Educa<on	  

!  Concluding	  Sugges<ons	  for	  Further	  
Considera<on	  and	  Research	  

!  Open	  Discussion	  

‘Synaesthesia’	  

“When	  s<mula<on	  of	  one	  sensory	  modality	  automa<cally	  triggers	  a	  
percep<on	  in	  a	  second	  modality	  in	  the	  absence	  of	  any	  direct	  
s<mula<on	  to	  this	  second	  modality”	  (Harrison	  &	  Baron-‐Cohen,	  1997:	  p.	  3)	  

Simone	  Wildman	  (Flickr)	  Tim	  Sackton	  (Flickr)	  
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Composi6on	  VIII	  (1923)	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  h`p://www.ibiblio.org/wm/paint/auth/kandinsky/	  

Experiencing	  Synaesthesia:	  	  
Listen	  and	  Visualize	  

SELECTION	  ONE	  
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Visualiza6ons	  of	  SELECTION	  TWO	  
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SELECTION	  2	  

	  
	  

Figures:	  
Iden<cal	  
Faceless	  

Forward	  Facing	  
Onstage	  

	  
	  
	  

Other	  Features:	  
Theater	  

Pipe	  Organ	  
Torch	  
Planets	  

‘Mayan’	  Temple	  
Concentric	  Lines	  

Dark,	  Intense	  Color	  

Integra6ve	  Interpreta6ons:	  
	  

Mysterious	  
Mys<cal	  
Religious	  
Ritualis<c	  
Magical	  
Ancient	  

Otherworldly	  
Serious	  
Somber	  

Anxiety-‐Producing	  
Dangerous	  

	  

“Semio<c	  Inventory”	  	  
(van	  Leeuwen,	  2005)	  
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♬	 	 
Locomotive	 
Breath	 	 
(Jethro	 Tull)	  

Drama	 
Surprise	 
Rupture	 
Contrast	 
Flow	 	 
Turbulence	  

Kress’s	  (2003)	  concept	  of	  Synaesthesia	  
	  

A	  New	  Theory	  of	  Meaning	  
	  

“While	  transforma/on	  operates	  on	  the	  forms	  and	  structures	  
within	  a	  mode,	  transduc/on	  accounts	  for	  the	  shih	  of	  semio<c	  
material	  …	  across	  modes.	  This	  relates	  en<rely	  to	  the	  
(psychological)	  processes	  of	  synaesthesia,	  which	  clearly	  have	  a	  
semio/c	  analogue.	  It	  is	  in	  the	  realm	  of	  synaesthesia,	  seen	  
semio<cally	  as	  transduc<on	  and	  transforma<on,	  that	  much	  of	  
what	  we	  regard	  as	  crea<vity	  happens”	  (p.	  36,	  emphasis	  added).	  
	  
Cf.	  “mul6plying	  meaning”	  (Lemke,	  1998);	  
“resemio6za6on”	  (Iedema,	  2003);	  “meaning	  making	  
trajectories”	  (Kell,	  2006);	  “logogenesis”	  (Halliday,	  1998;	  Klein	  &	  
Unsworth,	  2014)	  	  

	  
	  	  
	  

	  
	  
Figure	  2:	  "Mountain"	  AFTER	  

	  

Now	  I	  have	  realized	  that	  it	  was	  not	  helping	  each	  other.	  	  It	  was	  just	  
that	  I	  was	  helped	  in	  many	  ways.	  	  Now	  I	  earn	  part	  of	  my	  cost	  of	  living.	  	  
I	  cook	  and	  clean	  my	  room.	  	  It’s	  not	  enough,	  but	  I	  think	  I’m	  a	  liSle	  bit	  
independent	  from	  my	  family.	  

(Nelson,	  2008)	  
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“blended”	  conceptual	  spaces	  (Fauconnier	  &	  Turner,	  2002)	  

Overcoming	  Difficulty	  
-‐	  

Independence	  
	  -‐	  

…but	  I	  think	  I’m	  a	  
li`le	  bit	  

independent	  from	  
my	  family	  

From	  Communicative	  to	  Symbolic	  Competence	  

	  Symbolic	  competence	  should	  lead	  teachers	  to	  view	  language	  
and	  culture,	  that	  is,	  grammar	  and	  style,	  vocabulary	  and	  its	  
cultural	  connota<ons,	  texts	  and	  their	  points	  of	  view,	  as	  
inseparable.	  	  

	  Language	  learners	  should	  slowly	  understand	  that	  
communica<ve	  competence	  does	  not	  derive	  from	  informa<on	  
alone,	  but	  from	  the	  symbolic	  power	  that	  comes	  with	  the	  
interpreta<on	  of	  signs	  and	  their	  mul<ple	  rela<ons	  to	  other	  
signs.	  

	   	   	   	   	  (Kramsch,	  2006;	  cf.	  van	  Lier,	  2004) 	  
	   	  	  

	   	   	   	  	  

	   	   	  	  

	   	  	  

	  
Languaging	  as	  “self-‐scaffolding”	  	  

(Swain,	  2003,	  2006;	  	  
cf.	  Bruner,	  1983;	  Wood,	  Bruner	  &	  Ross,	  1978)	  

	  
	  

Mul:modal	  Languaging	  
	  
	  

(Towndrow,	  Nelson	  &	  Wan	  Fareed,	  2012)	  
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For	  Further	  Consideration	  and	  Research	  

!  Expansion	  of	  1)	  fine-‐grained	  descrip<on	  and	  analysis	  of	  situated	  
synaesthe<c	  learning	  in	  ac<on	  and	  2)	  broader,	  more	  varied	  
theore<cal	  work	  on	  mul<modal	  meaning	  making	  and	  literacies	  

!  Elabora<on	  of	  mul<modal,	  ‘rela<onal’	  second/foreign	  language	  
pedagogy	  (Kern,	  2000,	  2015)	  

!  Crea<on	  and	  implementa<on	  of	  appropriate	  teacher	  educa<on	  
regimes	  

!  Examina<on	  and	  reform	  of	  educa<onal	  policy	  at	  various	  levels	  

nelson-‐m@kanda.kuis.ac.jp	  

Thank	  you!	  
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value studies: “classifying 
what things are good and 

how good they are.” 
(Schroeder, 2012, n.p.) 

Google’s 

new 
  

Knowledge
Vault



Outline

• The origins of my interest in aesthetic and 
semiotic value 

• Case studies in value: Where aesthetics, 
ethics and semiotics collide  

• Value in Multiliteracies and Second/Foreign 
Language Education



Kress (2003, 2010)
• Sign maker’s interests 

• Available resources or ‘designs’ (NLG, 1996) 

• Semiotic affordances and constraints 

• Modal ‘logics’ 

• Epistemological commitment

Latour (1994, p. 32)

‘LAYLA’ “My name is Layla, and I am a proudly SA girl 
that’s thirteen years of age and loves taking long 
luxurious bubble baths. As a teenage girl, I also 
loves taking walks and playing in our street. My 
hobbies are modeling and singing. We also have 
ten chickens and two dogs that love chasing them. 
I actually lives in Cape Town, but did move to 
[Kaap] to finish the primary school. I love to model 
just like Tyra Banks and to sing just like Mariah 
Carey. Ciara aren’t too bad either. My role model is 
my mum. I really love her. My dad is also my role 
model, but my second one. One day I want to be a 
nurse and a part-time model for a magazine. I have 
planned my whole future, but it’s all in the Lord’s 
hands. Thank you.”



“One day I want to be 
a nurse and a part-

time model for a 
magazine.”

Layla: 
I want to be a nurse and a part-time 
model, and I think I can do both at the 
same time. And I will show the world that 
there are times for everything. Time to 
play and time to… 

Mark:  
And the picture that you chose to show 
the idea of being a nurse, why did you 
pick that one instead of some other nurse 
picture?

Layla:  
The person that’s on the picture is Christina, I 
think, but she famous, famous and kind of like a 
model also, so the modeling thing comes 
together. When I put the picture of Christina 
Aguilera, it’s the meaning of two but it’s one 
picture. She’s famous and she’s like a nurse. 
And I want to be famous and a nurse, that’s why 
put the pictures together the clothes that she is 
wearing is like a nurse but she is like modeling 
the clothes and advertising the things that she 
has on. It’s two, but it’s one person and that’s 
why the modeling and the nurse can be one.

“We	  were	  pointed…to	  “Miss	  SA	  Teen”	  with	  the	  Sketchers	  
ad	  with	  a	  nurse	  …	  [which	  was]	  to	  our	  ;red	  brains,	  quite	  
alarming.	  Par;cularly	  when	  ‘read’	  so	  to	  speak,	  against	  the	  
backdrop	  of	  our	  understanding	  of	  the	  [Bay	  Academy]	  
Culture…They	  are	  comba;ng	  media	  images	  that	  are	  
aligned	  with	  illegal	  and	  illicit	  behavior	  on	  the	  part	  of	  men	  
and	  women.	  In	  par;cular	  with	  women	  they	  argue	  for	  
conserva;ve	  dress.	  This	  came	  up	  earlier	  in	  the	  year	  when	  
it	  was	  very	  warm	  and	  one	  of	  the	  undergraduates	  came	  to	  
[Bay	  Academy]	  in	  a	  tank	  top	  and	  short	  shorts.”	  	  

(Field	  Notes	  (CA),	  November	  6,	  2008)



“She likes it because she feels that the nurse is being very friendly 
towards that girl … she likes it because they are pretty and the nurse 
appears to be caring.” 

“She says she doesn’t like it because she doesn’t like the way the 
clothes are, she doesn’t like the clothes … they are too less.” 

“She says ‘when I see this profile, I feel that the world has really 
changed. She says she thinks the models are turning into nurses’.”

(Recorded Group Discussion)



Yayoi: 
I tried to a find a door, like a door’s picture, 
but I couldn’t find a good one. 

Mark:  
You couldn’t find anything that satisfied you? 

Yayoi: 
Yeah, so I found a picture of a window, It’s 
kind of, it’s clearly a window, it”s not a door at 
all. But it also has a good meaning for me. 
Just open it and look at many things, different 
each second, so it’s kind of like my door.  

Language	  learners	  should	  slowly	  
understand	  that	  communica;ve	  
competence	  does	  not	  derive	  from	  
informa;on	  alone,	  but	  from	  the	  
symbolic	  power	  that	  comes	  with	  the	  
interpreta;on	  of	  signs	  and	  their	  
mul;ple	  rela;ons	  to	  other	  signs.	  

	   	  	   	   	   	  
(Kramsch,	  2006;	  cf.	  van	  Lier,	  2004)

Thank you! 

nelson-m@kanda.kuis.ac.jp



GDUFS-HKPU Multiliteracies Workshop 2015, Guangzhou 

Mark Evan Nelson 

Selected References and Other Relevant Resources: 

Cytowic, R. (1997). Synaesthesia: Phenomenology and neuropsychology. In S. Baron-Cohen & J. Harrison 
(Eds.), Synaesthesia: Classic and contemporary readings (pp. 17-39). Oxford, UK: Blackwell. 

Faucconier, G. (1997). Mappings in thought and language. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

Fauconnier, G. & Turner, M. (2002). The way we think: Conceptual blending and the mind’s hidden 
complexities. New York: Basic Books. 

Harrison, J. & Baron Cohen, S. (1997). Synaesthesia: An introduction. In S. Baron-Cohen & J. Harrison 
(Eds.), Synaesthesia: Classic and contemporary readings (pp. 3-16). Oxford, UK: Blackwell. 

Hull, G. & Nelson, M.E. (2009). Literacy, media, and morality: Making the case for an aesthetic turn. In M. 
Baynham & M. Prinsloo (Eds.), The future of literacy studies (pp. 199-227). London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Iedema, R. (2003) Multimodality, resemiotization: Extending the analysis of discourse as multi-semiotic 
practice. Visual Communication 2 (1), 29-57. 

Kell, C. (2006). Crossing the margins: Literacy, semiotics and the recontextualization of meanings. In K. Pahl 
& J. Rowsell, J. (Eds.), Travel notes from the New Literacy Studies. Clevedon, UK: Multilingual Matters. 

Klein, P. & Unsworth, L. (2014). The logogenesis of writing to learn: A systemic functional perspective. 
Linguistics and Education 26, 1-17. 

Kramsch, C. (2006). From communicative competence to symbolic competence. The Modern 
Language Journal 90(2), 249–252. 

Kress, G. (2003). Literacy in the new media age. London: Routledge.  

Kress, G. (2010). Multimodality: A social semiotic approach to contemporary communication. London: 
Routledge. 

Latour, B. (1994). On technical mediation. Philosophy, sociology, genealogy. Common Knowledge 3(2), 
29-64. 

Lemke, J. (1998). Multiplying meaning: Visual and verbal semiotics in scientific text. In J.R. Martin & R. Veel 
(Eds.), Reading Science (pp. 87-113). London: Routledge.  

Nelson, M.E. (2006). Mode, meaning, and synaesthesia in multimedia L2 writing. Language Learning & 
Technology 10(2), 56-76. 

Nelson, M.E. (2008). Multimodal synthesis and the ‘voice’ of the multimedia author in a Japanese EFL 
context. Innovation in Language Learning and Teaching 2(1), 65-82. 

Nelson, M.E., Hull, G.A., & Young, R. (2012). Portrait of the artist as a younger adult: Multimedia literacy and 
“effective surprise.” In O. Erstad & J. Sefton-Green (Eds.), Identity, community, and learning lives in the 
digital age (pp. 215-232). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.  

Nelson, M.E. & Kern, R. (2012). Language teaching and learning in the ‘postlinguistic’ condition. In L. 
Alsagoff et al (Eds.), Principles and practices for teaching English as an international language (pp. 47-66). 
New York: Routledge. 

Nelson, M.E. & Johnson, N.H. (2014). Editors’ introduction: Multimodality, creativity and language and 
literacy education. Pedagogies: An International Journal 9(1), 1-6. 

Nelson, M.E. & Johnson, N.H. (2014). The shape of joy, the colour of fear: Multimodal abduction in the 
foreign language classroom. Pedagogies: An International Journal 9(1), 45-62. 



Nelson, M.E., Marple, S. & Hull, G.A. (2015). Youth breaking new ‘ground’: Iconicity and meaning making in 
social media. In S. Bulfin, N.F. Johnson & C. Bigum (Eds.), Critical perspectives on technology and 
education (pp. 85-104). New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Saussure, F. de. (1927). Course in general linguistics. Chicago: Open Court. 

Schmandt-Besserat, D. (1978). The earliest precursor of writing. Scientific American 238(6), 38-47. 

Schmandt-Besserat, D. (1980). The envelopes that bear the first writing. Technology and Culture 21, 371-4. 

Schroeder, M. (2012). Value Theory. In E. Zalta (ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (n.p.). 
Retrieved on February 7, 2015 from http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2012/entries/ value-theory/ 

Swain, M. (2006). Languaging, agency, and collaboration on advanced language proficiency. In H, Byrnes 
(Ed.). Advanced language learning: The contributions of Halliday and Vygotsky (pp. 95-108). London: 
Continuum. 

Towndrow, P., Nelson, M.E., & Wan, F. (2013). Squaring literacy assessment with multimodal design: An 
analytic case for semiotic awareness. Journal of Literacy Research 45(4), 327-355. 

van Campen, C. (2008). The hidden sense: Synesthesia in art and science. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

van Leeuwen, T. (2005). Introducing social semiotics. London: Routledge. 

van Lier, L. (2004). The ecology and semiotics of language learning. Dordrecht: Kluwer. 

Wood, D., Bruner, J., & Ross, G. (1976). The role of tutoring in problem solving. Journal of Child Psychology 
and Psychiatry and Allied Disciplines 17, 89-100.


