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Abstract

Madrasah education plays a strategic role in shaping students’ religious values, moral character,
and literacy practices. However, classroom instruction in many madrasahs remains dominated
by text-based and teacher-centered approaches, which can limit students’ opportunities to
actively construct meaning. This article explores the implementation of multimodal project-
based learning in madrasah classrooms through the lens of Islamic education. Guided by
Sociocultural Theory and a narrative inquiry approach, the study examines how multimodal
activities, such as drawing, storytelling, and limited digitally supported tasks, support literacy
development while allowing teachers to integrate Islamic values into everyday learning
practices. Drawing on teachers’ narratives and classroom experiences, the article highlights
both the pedagogical possibilities of multimodal learning and the challenges faced by madrasah
teachers, including limited resources, curricular rigidity, and emotional demands associated
with instructional innovation. The findings suggest that multimodal projects create spaces for
more meaningful, and value-oriented literacy practices in madrasah classrooms, positioning
teachers as reflective agents who negotiate between curriculum expectations and students’ lived
experiences.
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Introduction

Madrasah education occupies a distinctive position within the Indonesian educational
landscape, functioning not only as a site for formal instruction but also as a moral and religious
institution that integrates Islamic knowledge with general education. Islamic educational
philosophy views learning as a holistic process that nurtures intellectual, spiritual, and ethical
development, emphasizing the formation of akhlag alongside academic competence (Halstead,
2004; Sahin, 2013). Within this framework, literacy extends beyond technical reading and
writing skills to include the interpretation of meanings, values, and responsibilities embedded
in religious texts and everyday practices. However, empirical studies of Islamic schooling in
Indonesia indicate that instructional practices in many madrasahs remain predominantly text-
based and teacher-centered, limiting students’ opportunities for active meaning-making and
creative engagement (Azra et al, 2007).
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At the same time, literacy practices globally are undergoing significant transformation
due to the proliferation of digital media, visual culture, and multimodal forms of
communication. Empirical evidence report that overtly used traditional print-based conceptions
of literacy are no longer sufficient to address how meaning is produced and communicated in
contemporary societies (Puspitasari et al, 2010, Trisanti et al, 2022). Multimodal literacy
recognizes that meaning is constructed through multiple semiotic modes, including images,
sounds, gestures, spatial arrangements, and digital interfaces (Kress, 2010). Research has
demonstrated that multimodal approaches can support learner engagement and deepen
understanding, particularly for children who rely on visual and embodied modes in early
learning (Puspitasari, et al, 2025). Despite this growing body of research, Islamic educational
contexts, especially madrasahs remain marginal in multimodal literacy scholarship.

In madrasah classrooms, literacy learning is inseparable from moral and values
education. Islamic teachings emphasize responsibility (amanah), balance (mizan), compassion
(rahmah), and social accountability as core educational goals (Halstead, 2007; Sahin, 2018).
However, study on religious education in Indonesia suggest that values are often transmitted
through didactic instruction rather than participatory or experiential learning (Raihani, 2012).
As a result, students may demonstrate cognitive knowledge of religious concepts without
opportunities to apply these values through reflective or creative practices. This disjunction
shows the need for pedagogical approaches that allow students to actively engage with values
through meaning-making activities rather than passive reception.

Multimodal project-based learning offers one such approach by enabling students to
express understanding through diverse representational forms, such as drawing, storytelling,
role-play, and digital media. Project-based learning has been shown to support student agency,
collaboration, and contextualized learning across disciplines (Puspitasari et al, 2025). If
combined with the use of multimodal resources, projects will allow learners to communicate
ideas in ways that align with their developmental capacities as well as cultural experiences
(Mills & Exley, 2014; Rusda, et al, 2023). For elementary learners in madrasahs, multimodal
projects can bridge religious content with everyday experiences, enabling students to articulate
moral meanings through visual and narrative modes rather than relying solely on written text.

The theoretical foundation for multimodal learning in madrasah classrooms can be
located within Sociocultural Theory. Vygotsky (1978) conceptualized learning as a socially
mediated process, in which meaning is constructed through interaction with others and with
cultural tools. Language, symbols, images, and artifacts function as mediational means that
support cognitive development. Subsequent scholars have extended sociocultural theory to
multimodal learning, emphasizing that meaning-making occurs through coordinated use of
multiple modes within social contexts (Kress, 2010). This perspective aligns closely with
Islamic pedagogical traditions that emphasize guided learning, dialogue, modeling, and
communal knowledge construction (ta ‘lim and tarbiyah) (Halstead, 2004; Sahin, 2013).

From a methodological perspective, teacher-centered qualitative approaches are essential
for understanding pedagogical change in religious schooling contexts. Teachers in madrasahs
often operate within institutional constraints, standardized curricula, and limited access to
professional development related to innovative pedagogies (Raihani, 2018). Research



approaches that foreground teachers’ experiences, such as narrative inquiry and participatory-
oriented research recognize teachers as reflective practitioners and knowledge producers rather
than passive implementers of reform (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Such approaches are
particularly relevant in under-researched contexts, where teachers’ voices are often absent from
dominant educational discourses.

Despite the theoretical compatibility between Islamic education, sociocultural
perspectives, and multimodal learning, empirical research examining teachers’ experiences in
implementing multimodal projects in madrasah classrooms remains limited. Existing studies
tend to emphasize policy analysis or curriculum design, offering little insight into the everyday
challenges teachers face when attempting pedagogical innovation in religious institutions
(Raihani, 2012; Sahin, 2018). These challenges may include limited instructional resources,
uncertainty about the legitimacy of creative practices in religious classrooms, and tensions
between standardized assessment and multimodal learning goals.

This article addresses this gap by examining teachers’ challenges in implementing
multimodal project-based learning in madrasah classrooms. By foregrounding teachers’ voices
and classroom experiences, the study contributes to a more grounded understanding of how
multimodal literacy practices can be meaningfully integrated into Islamic education. In doing
so, it positions madrasah education not as resistant to innovation, but as a dynamic educational
space where religious values and contemporary literacy practices can intersect productively.

Literature Review
Multimodal Learning and Literacy Development in Language Education

Multimodal learning has emerged as a key framework for understanding how meaning
is constructed through multiple semiotic resources, including language, images, sound, gesture,
and spatial design. Scholars such as Kress (2010) and Jewitt (2005) argue that contemporary
literacy extends beyond alphabetic text, reflecting broader changes in communication practices
shaped by digital media and visual culture. From a social semiotic perspective, meaning-
making is understood as an active process in which learners select and orchestrate various
modes to express understanding (Jewitt & Kress, 2003; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006).

Research in elementary and language education consistently demonstrates that
multimodal approaches support learner engagement, comprehension, and expressive capacity,
particularly for young learners whose linguistic resources are still developing (Morgan, 2013;
Narey, 2017). Activities such as drawing, storytelling, drama, and digital composition allow
learners to communicate ideas through embodied and visual means, reducing reliance on verbal
proficiency alone. Studies by Faith et al. (2022) and Norberg (2022) further show that
multimodal storytelling fosters creativity and enables students to produce richer narratives by
integrating linguistic and non-linguistic elements.

In English language education, multimodal approaches are widely recognized as
effective scaffolding tools for language acquisition and literacy development. Kress and van
Leeuwen (2006) emphasize that language learning involves interpreting meaning across modes
rather than focusing solely on grammar and vocabulary. Visual supports, gestures, digital
media, and interactive texts facilitate comprehension and participation, especially for learners
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with emerging language skills. For young learners, movement-based games, picture-supported
storytelling, and digital storytelling tools promote inclusive participation and engagement
(Morgan, 2013). Film and animation, although still underutilized in many classrooms, have
been identified as powerful resources for developing multiliteracies and critical meaning-
making (Burn & Parker, 2003). These insights align with the New London Group’s (1996)
pedagogy of multiliteracies, which calls for educators to respond to evolving communication
practices and sociocultural diversity.

Within madrasah English classrooms, multimodal literacy holds particular promise.
English is often positioned as a global language, while Islamic education emphasizes moral
grounding, character formation, and ethical conduct. Multimodal literacy provides a
pedagogical bridge between these domains, enabling language learning to occur alongside
value formation through culturally and religiously meaningful content. However, despite its
potential, empirical research examining multimodal literacy practices in Islamic schooling
contexts remains limited, highlighting the need for context-sensitive investigations.

Islamic Education and Narrative Perspectives on Teaching Practice

Islamic education understands knowledge as inseparable from ethics, responsibility, and
spiritual awareness. Learning is oriented toward the formation of moral character and social
responsibility alongside intellectual development, reflecting the holistic aim of tarbiyah in
Islamic pedagogy (Halstead, 2004; Sahin, 2013). Within this framework, literacy extends
beyond technical skills to include the capacity to interpret meanings, values, and lived
experiences embedded in religious texts and everyday social practices. Literacy, therefore, is
not neutral but value-laden, shaped by cultural, religious, and institutional contexts in which
learning takes place (Sahin, 2018).

However, research on Islamic schooling in Indonesia and other Muslim-majority
contexts suggests that classroom practices often remain teacher-centered and text-based, with
limited space for students’ active meaning-making (Raihani, 2012; Zuhdi, 2006). Instruction
frequently emphasizes memorization and explanation, which may constrain students’
opportunities to express understanding in creative or reflective ways. This pedagogical
tendency underscores the importance of examining how teachers interpret and negotiate
alternative literacy practices—such as multimodal learning—within the structural and cultural
norms of madrasah education.

Multimodal learning provides a conceptual bridge between contemporary literacy
theory and classroom practice. From a social semiotic perspective, meaning is made through
the orchestration of multiple modes, including language, images, gesture, and spatial design
(Kress, 2010; Jewitt, 2008). In literacy education, multimodal practices enable learners to
communicate ideas using visual and embodied resources, which is particularly important for
children whose linguistic repertoires are still developing (Bearne & Wolstencroft, 2007; Mills,
2016). In madrasah classrooms, such practices allow students to engage with learning content
while remaining grounded in culturally familiar modes of expression.

To understand how multimodal practices are taken up by teachers in madrasah contexts,
this study adopts a narrative inquiry approach, drawing explicitly on the work of Clandinin and
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Connelly (2000). Narrative inquiry conceptualizes experience as the central phenomenon of
study and views teachers’ stories as a primary means through which professional knowledge is
expressed and constructed. According to Clandinin (2006), educational experience unfolds
within a three-dimensional narrative inquiry space, temporality, sociality, and place, which
allows researchers to examine how teachers’ past experiences, present practices, and future
aspirations intersect within specific institutional settings.

Furthermore, narrative inquiry foregrounds teachers’ agency in negotiating pedagogical
change. Rather than positioning teachers as implementers of external innovations, Clandinin
and Connelly (2000) emphasize teachers as knowledge-makers who continuously reconstruct
their practice through reflection on experience. This perspective is crucial in madrasah
contexts, where teachers often operate within rigid curricular structures and limited resources.
Through narrative inquiry, the study explains how teachers creatively adapt multimodal
practices while remaining responsive to institutional constraints and religious expectations.

Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative narrative inquiry approach to explore teachers’ lived
experiences in implementing multimodal literacy projects within madrasah classrooms.
Narrative inquiry was chosen to foreground teachers’ voices and professional knowledge,
recognizing teaching as an experience shaped by time, social relationships, and place
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Rather than focusing on instructional effectiveness or
intervention cycles, this approach attends to how teachers interpret, negotiate, and make
meaning of their pedagogical practices through stories and reflections situated within
institutional and cultural contexts (Riessman, 2008).

The study was theoretically informed by Sociocultural Theory (Vygotsky, 1978), which
conceptualizes learning and teaching as socially mediated processes. From this perspective,
classroom practices are shaped through interaction and the use of cultural tools. Multimodal
resources, ranging such as drawings, storytelling, visual texts, and digitally supported activities
are understood as mediational means that structure classroom interaction and support meaning-
making processes (Jewitt, 2005; Kress, 2010). This framework enabled the analysis of
multimodal practices not merely as instructional techniques but as socially and culturally
embedded pedagogical actions.

The research was conducted in an Islamic elementary school (madrasah) in Central
Java, Indonesia. The site was purposively selected due to its integration of English language
instruction within an Islamic educational environment. Participants consisted of two English
teachers and one teaching assistant who were directly involved in planning and implementing
multimodal literacy activities with upper elementary students. All participants had professional
experience teaching in madrasah contexts and were familiar with the curricular and institutional
expectations shaping their teaching practices.

Data were generated through semi-structured interviews, classroom observations, and
reflective field notes, allowing for the construction of rich narrative accounts across teaching
moments (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Interviews invited participants to recount experiences,
emotions, and reflections related to teacher readiness, technological constraints, curriculum



demands, and institutional support in implementing multimodal learning. Classroom
observations focused on how multimodal activities unfolded in everyday practice,
documenting interactional patterns, classroom dynamics, and teachers’ pedagogical responses.
Reflective field notes were used to capture contextual details and the researcher’s ongoing
interpretive reflections.

Data analysis followed a narrative thematic approach, in which teachers’ stories were
examined holistically to identify recurring narrative patterns and meanings across accounts
(Riessman, 2008). Analysis attended to how experiences were shaped across temporal, social,
and contextual dimensions, consistent with narrative inquiry principles (Clandinin & Connelly,
2000). Trustworthiness was strengthened through triangulation across data sources and
member checking, allowing participants to review and confirm the interpretation of their
narratives (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Ethical considerations were upheld throughout the study,
including informed consent, the use of pseudonyms, and sensitivity to participants’ professional
and emotional experiences.

Results and Discussion

This section presents the findings of the study, integrating teachers’ narrative accounts with
theoretical interpretation. Rather than treating findings as discrete outcomes, the analysis is
organized into four interrelated themes that explain how multimodal projects were experienced,
negotiated, and sustained by teachers in madrasah classrooms. These themes foreground
pedagogical negotiation, emotional labor, contextual constraints, and value-oriented literacy
practices within Islamic education.

Negotiating Multimodal Innovation within Madrasah Structures

The findings indicate that multimodal projects were perceived by teachers as pedagogical
innovations that required continuous negotiation within the formal structures of madrasah
education. Teachers described multimodal practices—such as combining storytelling, drawing,
and limited digital tools—not as departures from Islamic education, but as alternative ways of
achieving curricular and moral objectives in more contextualized forms.

One teacher explained:

“When students draw and tell stories, they are not only learning English. They are
also learning patience, care, and responsibility. This is Islamic education, even if it
is not clearly written in the book™ (Miss Kia, interview, October 25" 2025).

Despite this pedagogical alignment, teachers encountered resistance rooted in
institutional expectations emphasizing textbooks, worksheets, and standardized instructional
formats. Another teacher shared:

“Some teachers say, ‘Why is this not the same as the worksheet?’ But the content is
the same. We just connect it to real context and real life”
(Miss Kia, interview, October 25" 2025 ).



These narratives suggest that innovation in madrasah classrooms is not a linear process
but a negotiated practice shaped by institutional norms and peer perceptions. From a
sociocultural perspective, teaching is mediated by cultural, institutional, and relational factors
rather than determined solely by curriculum documents (Vygotsky, 1978). Teachers in this
study acted as mediators who translated official curriculum goals into practices that resonated
with students’ lived experiences and Islamic moral values.

This finding echoes Kress’s (2010) arguments that institutional literacy practices often
privilege print-based modes, even as learners increasingly engage with multimodal forms of
meaning-making. In madrasah contexts, such tensions are intensified by expectations that
religious education should follow established instructional forms. However, the teachers’
narratives demonstrate that multimodal literacy can coexist with, and even strengthen, value-
oriented Islamic education when pedagogical intent is clearly articulated.

Teacher Readiness, Emotional Labor, and Narrative Struggle

Teacher readiness to implement multimodal projects extended beyond technical skills to
include emotional endurance and psychological resilience. Teachers consistently described
multimodal teaching as meaningful and engaging, yet demanding in terms of energy, classroom
management, and emotional commitment—particularly in large classes.

One teacher reflected:

“If we teach 30 students, it is very tiring. We must focus on each student. Drawing
classes are noisy. We need extra patience. It is fun, but you need extra energy” (Miss
Kia, interview, October 25" 2025).

Another teacher emphasized feelings of professional isolation when innovative practices
were not fully supported by colleagues:

“Sometimes 1 feel lonely and tired psychologically. This happens when some
teachers say what I teach does not relate to the curriculum. I just want students learn
not from answering or copying my sentences” (Miss Fera, interview, October 25™).

These accounts highlight the emotional labor involved in sustaining pedagogical
innovation, especially within value-based institutions such as madrasahs. Teachers’
experiences align with research showing that innovation often increases emotional demands
when institutional recognition and collegial support are limited (Buchanan, Prescott, Schuck,
Aubusson, & Burke, 2013). Emotional labor in teaching is not incidental but deeply connected
to teachers’ professional identities and sense of legitimacy.

From a narrative inquiry perspective, teachers’ stories function as sense-making practices
through which they interpret challenges, negotiate identity, and justify pedagogical decisions
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Readiness for multimodal teaching thus emerges as a dynamic
and relational process shaped by workload, peer relationships, and institutional culture, rather
than as an individual deficit or skill gap.



Technological Constraints and Collective Adaptation

Technological limitations emerged as a persistent challenge in implementing multimodal
projects. Teachers reported limited access to devices, logistical difficulties, and unstable
internet connectivity as recurring constraints.

One teacher explained:

“We have limited mobile phones and laptops. The computer lab is on the second
floor. It will trouble students and teachers, and the time will not be sufficient.” (Miss
Kia, interview October 25" 2025).

Another teacher noted:

“Sometimes the problem is the internet connection. Before teaching, we must make
sure we have data. If not, we check words together” (Miss Fera, interview, October
251 2025).

Rather than abandoning multimodal practices, teachers adapted creatively by relying on
collective strategies such as shared vocabulary checking, group discussion, and low-tech visual
activities. These adaptations transformed technological constraints into opportunities for
interaction and collaboration.

This finding supports sociocultural perspectives that view learning as emerging through
social interaction and mediation rather than technological abundance (Hausfather, 1996;
Vygotsky, 1978). Consistent with Morgan (2013), multimodal learning in this context was not
defined by advanced digital tools but by the strategic use of multiple semiotic modes to support
meaning-making. Teachers’ adaptive practices challenge deficit-oriented assumptions about
technology use in under-resourced schools and highlight teacher agency in shaping pedagogical
possibilities.

Multimodal Literacy as Moral and Value-Oriented Meaning-Making

The final theme illustrates how multimodal projects enabled literacy learning to function
as moral and value-oriented meaning-making within Islamic education. Teachers described
how activities such as drawing and storytelling allowed students to engage with values related
to care, cleanliness, responsibility, and respect—values emphasized in Islamic teaching.

One teacher shared:

“When students draw about cleanliness or nature, we connect it with responsibility
and good behavior. They understand better through pictures. It’s fun they said”
(Miss Kia, interview, October 25™ 2025).

Through multimodal practices, abstract moral concepts became tangible and experiential.
Literacy extended beyond decoding written texts to include interpreting and producing
meaning through visual and embodied modes. This aligns with broader conceptions of literacy
as a socially and culturally situated practice embedded with values (Street, 2003).



The findings resonate with the multiliteracies framework proposed by the New London
Group (1996), which emphasizes that literacy education must respond to cultural, linguistic,
and modal diversity. In madrasah classrooms, multimodal literacy supported not only language
development but also moral reflection, enabling English learning to coexist with Islamic
identity formation. Rather than treating values as separate content, teachers embedded them
within everyday literacy practices.

These four themes demonstrate that multimodal learning in madrasah classrooms is a
complex, negotiated, and value-driven practice. Teachers’ narratives reveal that innovation is
shaped by institutional expectations, emotional labor, contextual constraints, and moral
commitments. Importantly, multimodal projects were not experienced as technical
interventions but as pedagogical spaces where language learning, values education, and teacher
identity intersected.

By foregrounding teachers’ voices, this study contributes to a nuanced understanding of
how multimodal literacy practices unfold within Islamic education contexts. It suggests that
sustaining such practices depends not only on resources or methods but also on institutional
support, emotional recognition, and alignment between pedagogy and the moral purposes of
madrasah education.

Conclusion

This study has explored how multimodal projects are experienced and negotiated by
teachers in madrasah classrooms, highlighting the complex interplay between pedagogy,
institutional structures, and Islamic educational values. The findings demonstrate that
multimodal learning is not merely a technical approach to literacy instruction but a value-
informed pedagogical practice shaped by teachers’ beliefs, emotional labor, and adaptive
strategies. Teachers’ narratives reveal that pedagogical innovation in Islamic education often
unfolds through ongoing negotiation and perseverance, particularly within contexts
characterized by curriculum rigidity, technological limitations, and uneven collegial support.
These findings position multimodal literacy as a culturally responsive approach that enables
teachers to connect religious and moral content with students’ lived experiences through
diverse modes of meaning-making.

The study contributes theoretically by framing multimodal literacy as a bridge between
contemporary communication demands and faith-based pedagogical commitments in madrasah
education. Practically, it suggests that sustaining multimodal practices requires attention not
only to resources and professional development but also to teacher well-being, institutional
flexibility, and supportive leadership. By foregrounding teachers’ voices, this research
underscores the importance of recognizing educators as reflective agents who actively
construct meaningful learning environments. Future research may extend this work by
examining students’ perspectives, exploring multimodal practices across varied Islamic
educational contexts, or investigating the longer-term implications of multimodal learning for
literacy development and moral understanding.
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