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Abstract: This article presents a scoping and semi-bibliometric review of 131 peer-reviewed
studies on multimodal discourse analysis (MDA) in textbooks published between 1995 and 2025. The
review identifies major research trends, theoretical orientations, methodological approaches, and
research gaps by combining quantitative mapping and qualitative thematic coding. The findings reveal
a significant expansion in research output since the early 2010s, with over 40% of the studies published
between 2020 and 2024. Asia emerges as the dominant region, led by Indonesia and China, yet
geographic imbalances persist, with limited contributions from Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America.
The review also shows a pronounced disciplinary concentration on English language teaching,
accounting for nearly 60% of the corpus, while STEM and arts-related subjects remain
underrepresented. Most of the studies adopt qualitative designs, relying heavily on content analysis and
visual grammar frameworks, with 88.5% treating textbooks as isolated artefacts. Only 8.4% of the
studies engage with textbook users such as teachers or students, signalling a lack of pedagogical
contextualisation. Based on these findings, the article highlights five critical axes of discussion: regional
asymmetry, disciplinary imbalance, methodological rigidity, theoretical convergence, and user
exclusion. By synthesizing these insights, this review provides a comprehensive map of the field and
directs future research toward more participatory, interdisciplinary, and digitally responsive studies that
account for multimodality in situated educational practice.
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Tom tat: Bai bao nay thuc hién mot nghién ciu két hop tong quan pham vi va tong hop ban
thu trac d6i véi 131 cong trinh dugc binh duyét vé phan tich dién ngon da phuong thirc (MDA) trong
sach gido khoa xuit ban trong giai doan 1995-2025. Tong quan xac dinh cac xu huéng nghién ctu cha
yéu, cac dinh huéng ly thuyét, cac cach tiép can phuong phap luan va cac khoang trong nghién ctu
trong Iinh vuc thdng qua viéc két hop 13p ban d6 dinh lugng voi mé hda chi dé dinh tinh. Két qua nghién
ctru cho thay sy gia tang dang ké vé& san luong nghién cuu tu dau thap nién 2010, véi hon 40% sb nghién
ctru dugc cong bd trong giai doan 2020-2024. Chau A xuit hién vai vai trd ving lanh thd chiém wu thé,
vé6i Indonesia va Trung Qudc dan dau vé sé luong, song su mat can bang dia ly van tiép tuc ton tai voi
sw dong gop c6 han tur khu vyc chau Phi can Sahara va My Latin. Téng quan ciing chi ra sy tap trung ro
nét vé mat khoa hoc ddi véi linh vuc > giang day tiéng Anh, chiém gan 60% tong thé ngir liéu, trong khi
cac mon hoc STEM va ngh¢ thuat van chua duoc dai dién twong xing. Pa s6 cac nghién cau sir dung
thiét ké dinh tinh, chu yéu dya vao phan tich noi dung va céac khung ly thuyét ngir phap thi giac, véi
88,5% xem xét sach gido khoa nhu nhitng 4n pham biét 1ap. Chi c6 8,4% cac nghién ciru c6 sy tham gia
clia ngudi st dung sach gido khoa nhu gido vién hay hoc sinh, diéu ndy cho thay sy thiéu hut trong viéc
bdi canh hoa sw pham. Dya trén cac phat hién nay, nghién ctru 1am ndi bat nam truc thao lun then chot:
bat can xtiing khu vuc, mat can bang khoa hoc, cung nhac vé phu’o’ng phap ludn, sy dong quy ly thuyét,
va su loai trir d6i tuong tiép nhan. Trén co so tong hop céc két qua nay, bai bao khong chi phac hoa mot
cach toan dién ma con dinh hudng cho cac nghién ciu trong twong lai phat trién theo hudng ting cudng
tinh tham gia, lién nganh va kha ning thich tng s6, nham nam bt ban chat da phuong thuc trong nhitng
béi canh gido duc cu thé.

Tur kh6a: da phuong thirc, dién ngdn sach giéo khoa, tong quan pham vi, phan tich tric lwong
thu muc/phan tich thu tric, ky hiéu hoc thi giac

1. Introduction

Over the past three decades, the growing use of multimodal resources in educational
contexts has demanded analytical frameworks capable of interpreting meaning-making beyond
the verbal mode. Multimodal Discourse Analysis (MDA), grounded in Systemic Functional
Linguistics (SFL), has emerged as a key approach for examining the interplay of language,
image, layout, and design in educational texts, particularly textbooks (Kress & van Leeuwen,
2021; Jewitt, 2014). Since O’Toole’s (1994) pioneering work applying SFL to visual art, MDA
has been increasingly adopted in applied linguistics, literacy studies, and textbook research.

As intentionally designed multimodal artefacts, textbooks play a pivotal role in
mediating curricular content and ideological messaging. Textbook discourse has become a
fertile ground for multimodal inquiry with the rise of image-rich layouts, digital platforms, and
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multiliteracies pedagogy (The New London Group, 1996). Despite this, systematic syntheses
of MDA applied to textbooks remain limited, with most reviews focusing on broader
multimodal communication (Bateman, 2014) or specific pedagogical practices (Lv et al., 2024).

This review addresses this gap by analysing 131 peer-reviewed studies published
between 1995 and 2025, employing a semi-bibliometric approach that combines descriptive
statistics with qualitative thematic analysis (Zupic & Cater, 2014). To establish a clear scope, a
textbook is defined as a formally published, curriculum-aligned core resource used in primary,
secondary, or tertiary education, including both print and digital formats, as well as integrated
supplementary materials such as workbooks. The selected timeframe captures a 30-year
development arc, beginning with foundational theoretical shifts and extending into the
contemporary landscape shaped by digital learning environments.

In doing so, this study aims to systematically chart and synthesise thirty years of
research to identify prevailing trends, conceptual gaps, and underexplored areas in applying
MDA to textbooks, while also mapping its evolution across geographic regions, disciplines,
and methodologies, and identifying key blind spots and future research trajectories.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Theoretical Foundations

MDA has emerged as a significant theoretical and analytical paradigm in response to
the increasing complexity of meaning-making across semiotic modes. Grounded in Halliday’s
(1985) SFL, MDA extends the metafunctional framework, ideational, interpersonal, and
textual, beyond verbal language to include visual and spatial modalities (O’Halloran, 2004). A
foundational contribution to this shift was O’Toole’s (1994) The Language of Displayed Art,
which applied SFL to visual art and marked a theoretical departure toward systematic
multimodal inquiry.

This trajectory was further advanced by Kress and van Leeuwen (2021) in Reading
images: The grammar of visual design, where they articulated visual grammar to explain how
compositional features such as salience, framing, and modality contribute to meaning, creating
a framework that has become central to textbook discourse studies, particularly in analysing
image—text relations. Simultaneously, the concept of multiliteracies introduced by The New
London Group (1996) expanded the definition of literacy to encompass multimodal
communication, reinforcing the pedagogical relevance of MDA.

In textbook research, MDA has been widely employed to examine how visual-verbal
configurations structure disciplinary knowledge, guide learner interpretation, and embed
ideological content (Bezemer & Kress, 2008; Jewitt, 2014). For example, Martinec and Salway
(2005) explored how image—text relations can facilitate or obstruct comprehension. In ELT
contexts, studies have identified mismatches between visuals and accompanying language,
while in STEM fields, the interplay of symbolic, visual, and textual complexity has been shown
to impact learners’ understanding (Neri & Retelsdorf, 2022). Furthermore, Cross-cultural
analyses (e.g., Torres, 2015) have also demonstrated how textbook visuals reflect implicit
ideologies concerning race, gender, and national identity.

2.2. Previous Reviews

Despite the growing volume of research on multimodality in educational contexts,
literature reviews that synthesise MDA-based textbook studies remain limited. Vojii and Rusek
(2019), for instance, systematically reviewed science textbooks, focusing on methodological
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tendencies and regional distribution without engaging deeply with multimodal theory.
Similarly, Neri and Retelsdorf (2022) reviewed linguistic features in science and math
comprehension, emphasising language complexity but not multimodal integration.

In broader pedagogical research, Lv, Ni, and Tan (2024) synthesised studies on
multimodal classroom teaching and found consistent benefits for learner engagement and
literacy acquisition. However, their review did not address how textbooks, as central
multimodal artefacts, function within these instructional practices. Overall, most existing
reviews either target specific disciplines or focus on narrow pedagogical strategies, thus failing
to offer a cross-disciplinary synthesis of how MDA has been applied to textbooks over time
and across contexts. These reviews are often fragmented and discipline-bound, offering no
panoramic synthesis of how MDA has evolved across textbooks, subjects, and cultural contexts.

Given the increasing shift toward digitally mediated and visually complex educational
resources, a comprehensive review of MDA in textbook research is timely and necessary.
Critically, no existing study has offered a longitudinal synthesis that spans multiple subjects,
educational levels, and geographic contexts. The present review directly addresses this gap by
systematically analysing 131 peer-reviewed studies published between 1995 and 2025 to map
MDA’s conceptual and methodological evolution in textbook analysis. It further aims to
highlight areas for future inquiry, particularly those related to layout design, digital affordances,
and user-centred evaluation, thereby contributing to a more integrated understanding of
multimodal literacy in education.

3. Methodology

3.1. Review Design

This study adopts a scoping review framework, enriched by a semi-bibliometric
synthesis, to investigate research trends, theoretical orientations, and methodological
approaches in applying Multimodal Discourse Analysis (MDA) to textbooks published between
1995 and 2025. The review follows the PRISMA 2020 guidelines (Page et al., 2021) to ensure
transparency and replicability, with adaptations made for educational discourse research, where
conceptual depth and interpretive rigour are often prioritised over citation metrics.

Rather than assessing the quality of individual studies, the primary aim of this review is
to map the landscape of textbook-based MDA by identifying conceptual gaps, methodological
developments, and thematic concentrations. Scoping reviews are especially suited for such
broad and heterogeneous domains, where empirical designs vary widely, and formal appraisal
tools may not apply uniformly (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Tricco et al., 2018).

To achieve this, a hybrid design was employed, which combines quantitative
bibliometric mapping, including publication year trends, geographic distribution, keyword
frequency, and co-occurrence network analysis, with qualitative thematic synthesis of
theoretical frameworks, research questions, analytical strategies, and modal emphases
(Zupic & Cater, 2014; Ramos-Rodriguez & Ruiz-Navarro, 2004).

The selected 30-year time frame (1995-2025) is grounded in the field’s theoretical
evolution. Specifically, it begins shortly after the publication of O’Toole’s (1994) The
Language of Displayed Art, widely recognised as a foundational application of SFL to visual
and multimodal meaning-making. By extending to 2025, the review captures the most recent
developments, including the digital transformation of textbooks, the rise of multiliteracies
pedagogy, and increased scholarly interest in multimodal education.
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In sum, this review provides a mapping of current conceptualisations of MDA in
textbook research and, by adopting a scoping review approach, focuses on identifying areas for
future empirical inquiry rather than evaluating specific pedagogical interventions.

3.2. Data Collection and Selection Criteria

Following this design, a total of 131 peer-reviewed studies were included in this review
through a transparent, replicable process aligned with PRISMA 2020 guidelines (Page et al.,
2021). The dataset in Appendix A was compiled through targeted manual searches across
multiple platforms, including Google Scholar, ERIC, ResearchGate, Semantic Scholar,
Academia.edu, and selected institutional repositories. To ensure comprehensive coverage,
backwards and forward citation tracing from foundational works, such as Kress and van
Leeuwen (2021) and Jewitt (2014), was also employed to enhance coverage.

The search strategy used Boolean combinations, e.g., “textbook” AND (“multimodal
discourse analysis” OR “visual grammar” OR “systemic functional linguistics” OR “semiotics”
OR “multiliteracies”). The inclusion window spanned January 1995 to March 2025, covering
three decades of theoretical and empirical development. Only studies written in English or
containing a full English abstract were eligible. Regarding document types, peer-reviewed journal
articles, book chapters, conference proceedings, and scholarly monographs were all considered.

Studies were included if they: (1) applied MDA or related frameworks either
empirically or theoretically, (2) focused on textbooks or derived materials (e.g., coursebooks,
workbooks), and (3) were available in full text. Conversely, exclusion criteria ruled out studies
focusing solely on classroom interaction, those addressing textbook policy without a
multimodal lens, editorials, and dissertations without original analysis.

Figure 1
PRISMA Flow Diagram for Study Selection
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As shown in Figure 1, the selection process began with 243 initial records, and 47
duplicates were removed. After title and abstract screening (n = 196), 43 were excluded for
irrelevance or insufficient grounding. Subsequently, of the 153 full-text articles assessed, 22
were excluded, resulting in 131 studies in the final synthesis.

3.3. Coding and Data Management

Following their selection, all 131 studies included in the final synthesis were read in full
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and systematically coded using a structured spreadsheet comprising 22 metadata variables.
These variables were organised into four categories: (1) bibliographic information (e.g., author,
year, journal, country, indexation status); (2) research features (e.g., methodological design,
sample size, education level, subject domain); (3) multimodal features (e.g., image, layout,
typography, theoretical framework); and (4) user engagement (i.e., whether the study included
data from teachers, learners, or classroom observations).

The coding scheme was grounded in established frameworks in multimodal discourse
research. In particular, SFL (Halliday, 1994), particularly the metafunctional model, was the
principal basis for analysing ideational and interpersonal meanings across modes. Simultaneously,
Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2021) visual grammar guided the identification of compositional
features such as salience, gaze, modality, and framing, which are key for analysing text-image
relationships and layout strategies.

Additionally, several studies employed hybrid theoretical approaches, combining SFL
and social semiotics (Jewitt, 2014), intersemiotic complementarity (Royce, 2007), or critical
multimodal discourse analysis (Machin, 2013) to explore ideological positioning, identity, and
evaluative stance in textbooks. These frameworks informed sub-coding dimensions related to
representation, learner roles, and cultural framing.

To further map the conceptual structure of the field, a corpus of 642 unique keywords
was extracted from article metadata and full texts. Co-occurrence networks were generated
using VOSviewer 1.6.20 (threshold: >5). Using the LinLog/modularity algorithm for clustering,
this process allowed for the identification of dominant themes, emergent concepts, and evolving
methodological orientations across the 30-year review period.

3.4. Analytical Procedure

The analysis followed a two-stage approach. In the first, quantitative stage, methods
were used to chart publication trends across time, regions, disciplines, and education levels. To
visualize these patterns, bar charts, line graphs, and word frequency clouds were created to
reveal longitudinal and geographic patterns. In the subsequent qualitative stage, thematic
synthesis was conducted to group studies according to shared conceptual foundations, modal
emphases, and research intentions.

This synthesis enabled the classification of studies into analytical typologies, such as
design-focused analyses that prioritise layout, colour, or text-image integration; ideology-oriented
studies exploring themes of representation, power, or identity; and pedagogically oriented research
investigating how multimodal resources affect learning outcomes and instructional design.
Overall, this dual approach allows for both a macro-level overview and a micro-level interpretive
account of how multimodality has been conceptualised and applied in textbook research.

4. Results

The present section outlines the findings of a systematic and semi-bibliometric review
of 131 studies on MDA in textbooks published between 1995 and 2025. Drawing from the
coded dataset and statistical synthesis, the results are organised into eight analytic dimensions:
(1) year of publication, (2) national and regional distribution, (3) educational level, (4) subject
area, (5) type of materials analysed, (6) inclusion of textbook users, (7) publication types and
scholarly visibility, and (8) keywords of the studies.

This multi-layered analysis not only enables us to trace the historical evolution of the
field but also identifies disciplinary and geographic imbalances, as well as reveals emerging
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trends and persistent gaps. Each dimension is presented with supporting tables, figures, and
brief interpretive commentary. While descriptive statistics are prioritised in this section, more
profound theoretical reflections will follow in the discussion.

4.1. Temporal and Geographical Patterns

The evolution of MDA in textbook research over the past three decades shows both an
apparent temporal acceleration and a pronounced geographical concentration. Among the 131
studies reviewed, the earliest was published in 1997. From 1995 to 2004, research activity remained
minimal, with only 10 studies published over the entire decade. A period of modest growth
continued between 2005 and 2012, with a few intermittent spikes, such as five studies in 2010.

Figure 2
Annual Number of Studies on MDA in Textbooks (1995-2025)
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A clear turning point occurred in 2013, when the number of publications tripled
compared to the previous year. This surge marked the beginning of a steady rise in scholarly
output. The most prolific period was 2020-2024, accounting for 54 studies, or over 41% of the
total corpus. For example, 2021 alone saw 17 publications, followed by 15 in 2022 and 12 in
2023. Although the counts for 2024 (4) and 2025 (0 as of August 2025) are lower, these figures
likely reflect data-collection cutoffs rather than a reversal of the trend.

Geographically, the research is highly unevenly distributed. Although studies span 37
countries across six continents, more than 60% originate from Asia. Indonesia leads with 21
studies, followed by China (17), Iran (10), Vietnam (6), South Korea (5), Singapore (4), Iraq (3),
and Japan (3). Countries with fewer than three studies are aggregated as “Other”. Remarkably,
these eight countries alone account for more than half of all reviewed studies. In contrast,
European contributions are led by Greece (7 studies) and the United Kingdom (5), with limited
representation from Western and Southern Europe. Australia accounts for four studies in the
Australasian region, while Latin America and Sub-Saharan Africa remain markedly
underrepresented. Additionally, only six studies in the dataset employed cross-national
comparative analysis, highlighting a missed opportunity to explore how multimodal practices
differ across cultures and educational systems. To illustrate, Indonesia’s dominance is
exemplified by studies such as ID#31, ID#68, and ID#122, which focus on textbook gender
representation and EFL materials.
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Figure 3
Top Contributing Countries in MDA Textbook Research (1995-2025)
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In summary, the past three decades have steadily accelerated scholarly interest in
multimodal textbook analysis, particularly in East and Southeast Asia. These combined spatio-
temporal trends reflect shifting research priorities and, at the same time, reveal systemic
disparities in global academic participation, which continues to shape the visibility and scope
of MDA research.

4.2. Educational Levels and Subject Focus

Building on the temporal and geographical patterns, this section examines how MDA
has been applied across different educational levels and subject domains. Among the 131
studies reviewed, the majority, 66 studies (50.4%), focused on secondary education,
particularly middle and high school textbooks. Primary education was addressed in 23 studies
(17.6%), whereas tertiary-level materials, such as university coursebooks, were the subject of
19 studies (14.5%). A smaller subset of research (10 studies, 7.6%) spanned multiple
educational levels, and 13 studies (9.9%) did not specify the level or focused on early childhood
materials.

The predominance of secondary-level research aligns with the widespread use of
textbooks in formal curriculum delivery and the density of disciplinary content at this stage. On
the other hand, primary and tertiary education remain less explored, a notable gap given the
prominence of visual storytelling in early childhood materials and the increasing use of ESP
(English for Specific Purposes) coursebooks in higher education contexts.

Regarding subject focus, English-related disciplines clearly dominate the field. A total
of 75 studies (57.3%) concentrated on English as a Foreign Language (EFL), English Language
Teaching (ELT), or ESP. Science education followed distantly with 21 studies, while biology
and geography appeared in 6 studies each. Other subjects, including mathematics, history,
civics, and religious education, were sporadically represented, typically as single-case analyses
or components of broader curriculum studies. Studies such as ID#59 and ID#113 typify the
ELT focus, whereas only a handful, like ID#19, address science textbooks.
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Figure 4

Distribution of Studies by Educational Level
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This disciplinary skew largely reflects the origins of MDA within applied linguistics
and visual semiotics, where analytical tools such as SFL and visual grammar are particularly
suited for deconstructing verbal-visual relations in language textbooks. Despite the high visual
complexity of STEM and humanities subjects, few studies applied multimodal frameworks to
these domains, thereby revealing an uneven application of MDA across curricular fields.
Consequently, the scope of multimodal textbook research thus appears to be shaped more by
disciplinary methodology than by pedagogical need.

Figure 5
Distribution of Studies by Subject Area
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4.3. Publication Types, Scholarly Visibility, and User Engagement

The publication landscape of multimodal textbook research reflects both the
disciplinary consolidation of the field and its uneven integration into global scholarly
communication. Among the 131 studies reviewed, 104 (79.4%) were published as peer-
reviewed journal articles, demonstrating the field’s growing academic legitimacy. The
remainder consisted of 14 book chapters (10.7%), 10 conference proceedings (7.6%), and three
monographs (2.3%). This dominance of journal articles marks a shift from early theoretical
explorations in monographs toward empirically grounded research disseminated through
discipline-specific venues in applied linguistics, literacy, and education.

Within the 104 journal articles, 49 studies (47.1%) appeared in Scopus-indexed
journals, of which 28 were published in Q1-ranked outlets. These Q1 outlets include titles such
as Multimodal Communication, Visual Communication, and Systemic Functional Linguistics,
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reflecting the theoretical maturation of the field, especially within visual semiotics and SFL-
based frameworks. However, 55 articles were published in non-indexed journals, many of them
regional or language-specific, especially in Asia and Latin America. While such outlets often
provide culturally contextualised insights, their limited indexing may restrict international reach
and citation impact.

Figure 6
Visibility of Journal Articles by Indexing and Ranking
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Despite its semiotic orientation, multimodal textbook research has largely treated
textbooks as static, decontextualised objects. A clear pattern emerges: 116 studies (88.5%)
examined textbooks alone, without extending analysis to accompanying materials or classroom
use. Only four studies (3.1%) analysed supplementary items such as teacher guides or policy
documents, and just 11 studies (8.4%) incorporated real user data through interviews, surveys,
or classroom observations. For instance, only a few studies, like ID#10, directly incorporated
user perspectives through classroom observation or learner interviews. Moreover, these user-
inclusive studies remain methodologically narrow, with few employing multimodal interaction
analysis, eye-tracking, or ethnographic observation.

Even within textbook-centred research, the material scope varied. For example, some
studies analysed entire volumes, while others selected units, visuals, or exercises. A related
issue is that digital multimodality remains underrepresented; only eight studies explicitly
addressed interactivity features such as hyperlinks, audio, or animations. As textbooks
increasingly shift toward hybrid formats, this limited engagement with digital modes reflects a
methodological lag in capturing emerging media practices.

Taken together, these findings suggest an academically established research tradition that
is still evolving in responsiveness to user perspectives and digital pedagogical realities. Greater
openness to ethnographic and participatory methods could, therefore, help reposition textbooks
not merely as objects of analysis but as multimodal interfaces embedded in teaching and learning.

4.4. Analytical Frameworks, Methods, and Keyword Trends

The methodological landscape of multimodal textbook research reveals a strong
preference for qualitative and interpretive approaches, reflecting the field’s theoretical
foundations in discourse analysis and social semiotics. Among the 131 studies reviewed, 96
(73.3%) employed qualitative designs, followed by 25 mixed-methods studies (19.1%) and 10
quantitative studies (7.6%). Although qualitative work dominates, recent years have seen a
gradual increase in mixed approaches, especially those incorporating frequency-based content
coding, layout mapping, or software-aided visualisation.

Analytically, multiple coding was allowed; percentages are calculated over 131 studies and
may exceed 100%. For readability, Figure 7 displays only methods that appear in >7 studies
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(methods below this threshold are not shown). Within this scope, content analysis was the most
frequently used method (64 studies, 48.9%), encompassing both qualitative and quantitative
variants. Following this, MDA (49 studies, 37.4%) and social semiotics (36 studies, 27.5%) were
also prevalent, often employed in conjunction with SFL (e.g., ID#10, ID#16 adopt the Hallidayan
framework), critical discourse analysis, or intersemiotic models. In total, 15 distinct methods were
identified across the corpus, signalling methodological diversity. Tools such as NVivo, UAM
CorpusTool, and transitivity analysis further supported more systematic multimodal coding.

Figure 7
Most Frequently Used Analytical Methods in MDA Textbook Research
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Triangulation was standard: 65.6% of the studies used two or more analytical techniques.
Pairings such as Content Analysis + MDA (n = 18) or MDA + Social Semiotics (n = 15) were
particularly frequent, which enabled researchers to combine structural analysis with interpretive
depth. For example, ID#7 and ID#8 exemplify the use of social semiotics and visual grammar in
traditional MDA, while ID#6 uses spatial layout analysis in geography textbooks. Despite this,
only a few studies employed interaction-sensitive techniques (e.g., eye-tracking, classroom
discourse), again indicating a continued focus on the textbook as a static object of analysis.

The scope of methodological units also varied. Specifically, while 76 studies analysed
single cases or selected textbook chapters, 32 conducted small-scale analyses (<100 items), and
23 studies reached medium or large-scale thresholds, often through corpus-driven approaches.
Chronologically, methodological proportions remained relatively stable, although quantitative
and mixed-methods studies showed modest growth in the 2020s.

Figure 8
Distribution of Keyword Groups in Multimodal Textbook Research
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In Figure 8, only high-frequency keywords are displayed; low-frequency items are
omitted for readability. Keyword analysis further clarifies the theoretical structure of the field.
From 642 keywords extracted across all studies, visual-related terms (e.g., image, diagram,
illustration) appeared 157 times, accounting for 24.5% of the total. This finding underscores
the centrality of image—text relations and frameworks such as visual grammar and intersemiotic
theory. Terms like textbook, curriculum, and material were also standard (17.1%), confirming
the object-based focus of most research. A related issue is that while keyword frequency sheds
light on the dominant conceptual and analytical emphases, it does not capture subject-specific
content such as science, mathematics, or history. These disciplinary distinctions have already
been systematically analysed in the dedicated section on subject distribution (Section 4.2), and
are therefore not reiterated in the keyword analysis. Instead, the keyword data are interpreted
as indicators of theoretical orientation, methodological preferences, and neglected analytical
domains, particularly in evaluative meaning, social identity, and user interaction.

Methodological terms such as content analysis, meaning, discourse, and semiotics
appeared in 13.4% of keywords, while those linked to linguistics (SFL, metafunction,
transitivity) appeared 8.4% of the time. Pedagogical and sociocultural themes, education,
culture, literacy, were referenced in 46 instances. By contrast, critical concepts such as
appraisal, gender, layout, or multiliteracies were notably scarce, each appearing fewer than six
times, thereby suggesting potential directions for future expansion.

Overall, these patterns reveal a field grounded in interpretive and linguistically-informed
frameworks, with strong interest in visual resources but underexplored attention to design
structure, evaluative meaning, and user interaction. Thus, methodological innovation and
theoretical broadening remain important frontiers for advancing multimodal textbook research.

While the results provide a comprehensive overview of multimodal textbook research
across multiple dimensions, several limitations must be acknowledged. First, the data are
primarily descriptive, with limited use of inferential statistical methods to explore potential
relationships among variables. Second, although efforts were made to include the most recent
studies, the apparent drop in publications in 2024-2025 may reflect incomplete indexing rather
than actual trends. Lastly, variations in how studies defined or sampled “textbooks” pose
challenges to direct comparability, particularly in cross-disciplinary and digital contexts.
Consequently, future analyses could benefit from more systematic sampling criteria,
longitudinal comparisons, and inferential analytics to strengthen claims.

Figure 9
Keyword Co-Occurrence Network Generated Using VOSviewer (> 5 Occurrences)
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In short, these findings establish a strong empirical foundation for understanding the
contours of multimodal textbook research. However, numbers alone cannot capture the field’s
conceptual tensions or neglected areas. The following section moves beyond description to
critically interpret these patterns, foregrounding their implications for theory, pedagogy, and
future research agendas.

5. Discussion

This section critically interprets the major patterns identified in the reviewed literature,
moving beyond descriptive trends to examine MDA’s epistemological, methodological, and
theoretical underpinnings in textbook studies. Organised around five interrelated themes, the
discussion evaluates the field’s strengths, limitations, and future directions based on systematic
evidence and established frameworks.

5.1. Global Expansion and Epistemic Inequality

The steep growth in publications, particularly from 2013 onward, reflects the increasing
legitimacy of MDA within applied linguistics and literacy education (Jewitt, 2014; Kress,
2010). However, this growth has not been geographically uniform. The concentration of studies
in Asia, especially Indonesia, China, and Iran, suggests regional engagement driven by national
reforms in textbook policy and the rise of graduate-level research infrastructures. Yet, the
underrepresentation of Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America poses significant questions about
epistemic inclusion and global knowledge equity (Canagarajah, 2002). This pattern is
exemplified by high-output studies such as ID#63 (Vietnam), ID#39 (Malaysia), and 1D#34
(Indonesia), while no study in the corpus originated from Sub-Saharan Africa.

The geographic concentration of research is not a neutral fact; it has profound
implications for the field. First, it reveals a systemic epistemic inequality: the current
knowledge base on textbook multimodality is predominantly shaped by specific cultural,
educational, and policy contexts of a few high-output countries. Consequently, our
understanding may be incomplete and biased towards certain pedagogical traditions and visual
rhetorics, limiting the generalizability of findings. Second, the paucity of cross-national
comparative studies (fewer than 5% of the corpus) hinders the development of theories that
account for how multimodal communication varies across different linguistic and curricular
environments.

These implications underscore the need to reorient research priorities. In line with recent
calls for southernising educational research (Tikly, 2019), future work must actively address
this geographic imbalance by fostering more inclusive, dialogic, and transnational approaches.
This entails not only encouraging scholarship from underrepresented regions but also designing
studies that explicitly compare multimodal practices across diverse contexts to decenter
dominant paradigms. Thus, the geographic analysis serves as a crucial diagnostic tool,
highlighting both the contours of current scholarship and the pathways toward a more globally
representative field.

5.2. Disciplinary Boundaries and Missed Opportunities

Beyond geographical constraints, the field faces significant disciplinary limitations. The
overwhelming dominance of English language education, 57.3% of all studies, indicates a
disciplinary overreliance on applied linguistics and ELT frameworks (Unsworth, 2006; Royce,
2007). While this provides analytical clarity and access to well-established models (e.g., SFL,
visual grammar), it unintentionally marginalises other domains such as STEM, history, civics,
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and visual arts, where multimodal representations are equally salient but less studied. For
instance, studies like ID#25, ID#55, and ID#86 analyse multimodality in ELT textbooks, while
only a few, such as ID#71 (chemistry) or ID#20 (physics), explore STEM content.

This narrow focus has concrete consequences. Notably, mathematics and science
textbooks, which heavily use symbolic and graphical resources, have received minimal
attention despite their clear relevance to intersemiotic analysis (Lemke, 2002; Tang et al.,
2022). This disciplinary imbalance risks narrowing the scope of multimodal research and
overlooking domain-specific challenges in designing, interpreting, and teaching from
multimodal texts. Therefore, a broader curricular engagement is essential to uncover how
multimodality functions differently across epistemological traditions.

5.3. Methodological Rigidity and Innovation

Complementing these thematic and disciplinary patterns, the methodological profile of
the field reveals both consistency and constraints. It is characterised by a dominance of qualitative
research (73.3%), particularly content analysis and visual grammar-based MDA. This reflects the
interpretive orientation of early multimodal studies (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2021; O’Halloran,
2008). For example, ID#16 (Chen, 2022) employs interpersonal meaning analysis with
multimodal annotations, while 1D#28 applies digital layout mapping in a science textbook.

However, this established paradigm may also indicate a degree of rigidity. Only 7.6%
of the studies employed quantitative techniques, and few explored multimodal interaction in
real-world settings. While triangulated designs (used in 65.6% of studies) indicate a growing
awareness of complexity, very few studies utilised technological tools such as eye-tracking,
clickstream analysis, or multimodal corpora, methods that are increasingly common in digital
literacy research (Jewitt & Bezemer, 2015).

Consequently, there is a clear opportunity for methodological renewal. Future research
could combine semiotic depth with behavioural insight and statistical modelling, particularly
in studies examining user engagement or digital learning environments. Such innovation is
crucial for capturing the dynamic and interactive nature of multimodality in contemporary
educational practice.

In summary, this discussion has highlighted three interconnected axes shaping the field
of MDA in textbook research: pronounced geographic and epistemic inequalities, a narrow
disciplinary focus on language education, and a methodological leaning towards qualitative
interpretation at the expense of innovative, user-centred, and quantitative approaches. These
patterns collectively underscore a research domain that, while established and growing, requires
a conscious expansion in its geographic, disciplinary, and methodological horizons to fully
capture the complexities of multimodal meaning-making in global educational contexts.

6. Conclusion

This scoping and semi-bibliometric review has synthesized three decades of research to
map the evolving landscape of Multimodal Discourse Analysis (MDA) in textbook studies. The
synthesis reveals a field marked by distinct and interrelated trends. Geographically, research
production is highly concentrated, with scholarship predominantly emerging from specific
Asian contexts, while vast regions, including Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America, remain
on the margins of the academic conversation. Disciplinarily, the field exhibits a pronounced
leaning, with the majority of analytical attention devoted to English language teaching
materials, leaving the multimodal complexity of STEM and humanities textbooks largely
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underexplored. Methodologically, a dominant paradigm is evident, characterized by qualitative,
text-immanent analyses that often treat textbooks as static artefacts, with research rarely
extending to the pedagogical contexts of their actual use or to the perspectives of teachers and
learners. These converging trends outline a research domain that, despite demonstrating robust
growth and consolidation, faces critical challenges regarding its global representativeness,
curricular scope, and pedagogical relevance.

In interpreting these findings, several limitations of the present review must be
acknowledged. Its scope is defined by a curated sample and manual analysis, which, while enabling
depth of engagement, may not capture the entire universe of relevant research. Additionally, an
English-language bias likely excluded relevant studies published in other languages. Variations in
how individual studies defined “textbooks” and the single-coder approach to data analysis, despite
rigorous cross-checking, also pose constraints on generalizability.

Notwithstanding these limitations, the analysis provides a clear, evidence-based
foundation for advancing the field. Looking ahead, the identified trends point to several critical
and interconnected directions for future research. Theoretically, the strong reliance on SFL and
social semiotics suggests room for expansion into complementary frameworks, such as affect
theory or critical race visual analysis, that could more fully capture the experiential and
sociopolitical dimensions of textbooks. Methodologically and pedagogically, the predominant
focus on the text itself underscores an urgent need to develop user-centred and classroom-
situated research designs that investigate how multimodality functions in practice. Finally, the
stark geographic concentration of scholarship calls for a deliberate reorientation towards more
equitable and comparative approaches that can decentralize dominant perspectives and
incorporate a wider range of cultural and educational contexts. By addressing these priorities,
theoretical diversification, methodological innovation, and geographic inclusion, MDA
research can evolve to offer a more robust, equitable, and practically grounded understanding
of multimodality in global education.
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APPENDIX
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