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Abstract 

This research expands on an interdisciplinary arts and education pedagogical project conducted 

at a four-year university located in the urban southwestern United States. We explored the ways 

university students used multimodal texts created for Instagram to negotiate meaning in 

Shakespeare’s complex text Romeo and Juliet. Our visual content analysis revealed how students 

leveraged a variety of representational resources for communication including photographs, 

drawings, and paintings (both created and found). We also found our students’ Instagram posts 

mediated and communicated meaning using popular culture and personal experiences as they 

reflected a range of comprehension and engagement. This study shows how social media has a 

place in our university classrooms and can be used as a tool to mediate meaning of complex 

texts. 
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#rjtimeless: An Interdisciplinary Approach to Negotiating Shakespeare’s  

Romeo and Juliet Using Instagram  

The work of William Shakespeare has been called timeless, in part because it has stood 

the test of time. Some 400+ years later the work is still performed, studied, debated, loved, and 

hated. Whatever one thinks of Shakespeare’s work, there is no question of the value placed on it 

in Western culture. It is taught in our public schools, in our colleges, and in our universities and 

performed in theaters across the nation. American children, regardless of their cultural 

backgrounds, are expected to read it and understand it as important and valuable. Shakespeare is 

anticipated and required, but the majority of American students at all levels struggle to access the 

language, unlock the poetry, and make meaning of the stories. In addition, teachers are often 

required to teach these texts without sufficient depth of knowledge.  

We conducted an interdisciplinary collaborative research, teaching, and performance 

project that engages university students in an in-depth look into Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. 

This play, arguably the most famous and most frequently referenced of Shakespeare’s canon, is 

perhaps his most timeless of plays. As faculty members in the College of Education and the 

School of Theatre, Television, and Film, respectively, Cappello and Bedau have been engaged in 

a series of interdisciplinary research projects over a span of six years that utilize visual and 

multimodal methods to access participants’ perceptions and responses to a range of curriculum-

informed theatrical events on our campus. The focus of this project was to help education 

students (from TE 640 Writing Instruction and Methods) and theater students (from THEA 436 

Touring Shakespeare) “draw evidence from literary or information texts to support analysis, 

reflection, and research” (California Common Core State Standards Anchor Standard 9, 

NGACBP & CCSSO, 2010). Our understanding of this standard is that it requires that students 
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utilize both receptive (analyzing texts) and productive (communicating understanding) literacy 

modes. The Common Core State Standards were important to our project because we were 

engaging teachers in ways we hoped would transfer to their own classroom practice. Indeed, one 

goal was to communicate complex ideas in multimodal texts, a goal reflected in the standards 

that require students “to analyze and create a high volume and extensive range of print and 

nonprint texts in media forms old and new” as well as “conduct research and to produce and 

consume media” (p.4). The Standards also call for an increase in text complexity defined by 

three equally important considerations: quantitative, qualitative, and reader and task. In order to 

help our students negotiate this highly regarded and frequently assigned text, we turned to social 

media, and specifically Instagram, as a tool for students to compose responses to Shakespeare’s 

official and privileged language. The specific research question that guided our study of this 

interdisciplinary project was: In what ways do our university students leverage multimodal 

methods accessed through Instagram to negotiate complex and academic discourse? 

Theoretical Framework 

A critical multimodal literacy framework (Cappello, Turner, & Wiseman, 2019) framed 

our interdisciplinary project. We chose this framework for several reasons. Our students’ worlds, 

our worlds, continue to become increasingly visual. However, classroom practices at all levels of 

instruction, as well as research methods in education, still privilege the written word over all 

other forms of communication. Limiting students to a print-centric curriculum is a hegemonic 

decision which neglects and devalues the many ways we have to demonstrate and negotiate 

meaning (Smith, Hall, & Sousanis, 2015). The critical multimodal literacy theoretical framework 

takes the semiotic turn (Albers, 2014; Siegel, 2006) and builds upon students’ personal and 

cultural resources to provide more pathways for understanding. The four dimensions of critical 
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multimodal literacy: communicating and learning with multimodal tools; restorying, 

representing, and redesigning; acknowledging and shifting power relationships; and leveraging 

multimodal resources to critique and transform sociopolitical realities bring together theories of 

critical literacy and multimodality to create expansive definitions of literacy that yield more 

equitable educational practices. Further, we chose this frame because the critical multimodal 

literacy framework can be helpful to promote inclusive classroom practices that expand the 

literacy learning of all students (Cappello, Turner, & Wiseman, 2019). This study adds to the 

research literature by scholars who demonstrate that visual and multimodal methods provide 

more expansive ways to capture the complexities of literacy and learning in school contexts and 

challenge deficit perspectives of students who are only given the opportunity to communicate 

understanding through traditional literacy, a task especially challenging given the complexity of 

Shakespeare’s often school-sanctioned text. 

Building on the belief that images have the ability “to convey multiple messages, to pose 

questions, and to point to both abstract and concrete thoughts” (Weber, 2008, p. 43), we looked 

for ways that our students could capitalize on the assets of visual texts. We turned our attention 

to using smartphone technology as a pedagogical and research tool. Since our higher education 

students regularly participate in social networking outside of our classrooms (and sometimes 

inside as well), there is reason to make a place for social media in our instructional practices 

(Kivunja, 2015; Wankel, 2009). Like (Kivunja, 2015), we believe “social technology has created 

opportunities for the creation of informal learning environments, which have potential for 

innovative methodologies in learning, teaching and assessment” (p.1). Indeed, when “using 

social media networks to leverage engagement, these applications … can improve the delivery of 

content and retention” (Blair & Serafini, 2014, p.4). Our students are using smartphone 



 
Cappello & Bedau  #RJTIMELESS 

69 

 

technologies in their out-of-school lives “to dialogue with others with and through a variety of 

mulitmodal text forms” (Warner, 2016, p. 165). We want those same rich and meaningful 

experiences for them in our university settings. However, “social media has yet to demonstrate 

its full potential in modern classrooms” (Nagel, Remillard, Aucion, & Takenishi, 2018, p.1). 

We took Nagel et al.’s (2018) call to think carefully about choosing modes of 

communication in educational context seriously. Ultimately, we decided on Instagram for several 

reasons. First, Instagram was found to be a popular social network in Nagel et al.’s (2018) 

sample of students in post-secondary programs. Thus, our students were likely familiar with 

Instagram. In addition, Instagram has become a popular tool for learning across the globe, most 

often for language learning where it has been found to improve writing skills (Akhair, Mydin, & 

Adi Kasuma, 2017), vocabulary (Gonulal, 2019), and speaking fluency, which in turn-built 

confidence (Wulandari, 2019). Overall, students report positive feelings about Instagram and see 

it as a way to build community that “supports the dissemination of authentic content that creates 

opportunities for meaningful interactions among language learners” (Akhair, et al., 2017, n.p.). 

Further, we were already familiar with the format and tools contained within the app as 

we both had active Instagram accounts that we used for personal and professional purposes. In 

addition to familiarity with the app, Instagram benefitted from streamline camera integration and 

access to participants’ photo stream for digital curation. The Instagram app also has easy to use 

tools that enable photo editing and manipulation. We also chose Instagram because it was free 

for our students to download and use. Indeed, Instagram was best suited to meet our pedagogical 

objective: to enhance the learning experience through the use of multimodal methods to make 

sense of complex text. 
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Research Context and Methods 

Positionality 

Cappello, is a full professor and the founder and director of the Center for Visual 

Literacies, a center on campus committed to leveraging the potentials of visual texts in education 

for two related goals: (1) providing specialized and equitable instruction that improves student 

learning through visually-integrated pedagogy and (2) exploring the potential of visual texts as 

data and for data analysis in qualitative inquiry. Bedau is an associate professor and the founding 

chair of Arts Alive SDSU, an arts visibility initiative on our shared university campus. In her role 

promoting arts on campus, Bedau was charged not only with raising visibility, but with 

integrating arts into curriculum across campus. To that end, Bedau initiated a series of 

interdisciplinary teaching collaborations. Together, we developed a visual data analysis process 

to assess and measure the interdisciplinary courses.  

We have been collaborating for over six years on a variety of interdisciplinary projects 

that utilize visual and multimodal methods to access participants’ perceptions and responses to 

theatrical events on campus (Cappello, Kendig, Bedau, & Hopkins, 2016), some using social 

media (Casassa, Cappello, Bedau, Cirino, 2018). We first used audience participant-assigned 

iPods to gather visual photographic data (Cappello, Kendig, Bedau, & Hopkins, 2016). This 

initial engagement of technology for participant responses was primarily reliant upon basic 

texting and smart image-capture tools. Since that initial collaboration, we have capitalized on the 

growing use of social media platforms and their impact on undergraduate and graduate student 

populations. Later, in another interdisciplinary example, we focused on Twitter as a tool for 

negotiating meaning. We conducted a qualitative case study that leveraged participant-made 

Tweets created during a performance of Gertrude Stein’s Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights, a 
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Dadaist and especially entangled text (Casassa, Cappello, Bedau, Cirino, 2018). In that study, we 

found social media, specifically Twitter, engaged our audience during the performance, 

providing opportunities for students to critically analyze the complex text and collaborate with 

peers in real time. Our findings demonstrated how social media could become a mediational 

means, opening a doorway for deeper understanding. Thus, we decided to explore this potential 

in another similarly complex context, the classic Shakespearean play, Romeo and Juliet. 

A case study was the best design for our research because it takes place in the context of 

a real-life and contemporary setting bounded by one academic semester and two courses 

(Creswell, 2013; Stake, 2005). We used multimodal qualitative methods to describe and detail 

our interdisciplinary collaboration. Specifically, the students created and shared visual and 

multimodal responses on Instagram that became the data central to the understandings revealed 

in our study.  

Participants and Setting  

We knew there would be a continued pathway for partnership and had been thinking 

about and discussing next steps for our collaborative work. Bedau’s visit to the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art to see Taking Pictures: Camera Phone Conversations Between Artists was an 

influence for this study. In ways similar to those of the artists in the exhibition, our students in 

theatre were paired with students in education and were instructed to communicate with them via 

camera phones only. However, instead of paired visual text messages used by the artists in the 

MET’s exhibition, we opted to use Instagram so all of the participants could see the collection of 

images and posts created by their peers. 

Our participants included 25 students enrolled in two unrelated courses at the same large, 

urban public university located in the southwestern United States during the Fall 2018 semester. 
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Fifteen of our participants were enrolled in Cappello’s graduate level education course, Planning 

for Teaching and Assessment in Writing. All of these students were already teachers working on 

professional development and matriculated in a graduate degree program focused on literacy. 

The remaining 10 undergraduate students were enrolled in Bedau’s Touring Shakespeare course 

and were responsible for devising, rehearsing, and touring a 45-minute adaptation of Romeo and 

Juliet, suitable for high school audiences. 

Although we each visited the other’s classes to lead instruction, the students never met in 

person. Cappello (education) visited the theatre students to teach multiliteracies including Visual 

Thinking Strategies (Yenawine, 2013). This strategy focuses on reading images and finding 

evidence to justify claims made about the visual texts. Bedau (theatre) taught the education 

students Line Understanding using a Shakespeare lexicon, a strategy that supports using 

additional resources for multilayered comprehension of Shakespeare’s dense text.  

Data Collection 

  Our interdisciplinary student group worked together for five weeks during which time 

they responded to a series of prompts we sent out related to Romeo and Juliet, the text at the core 

of both courses. Syllabi and in-class discussions let students know they would be engaging with 

a range of complex and multimodal texts that will help us explore the theme of timelessness in 

Romeo and Juliet. During this semester-long activity they would be asked to communicate ideas 

and images via Instagram using their smartphones. Although most of the students had familiarity 

with Instagram and accounts of their own, there were a few students for whom Instagram was 

new. All students were encouraged to create an Instagram account that would be separate from 

their personal accounts and unique to their exchange in this class. Although not all students 

followed this recommendation, some handles drew upon references to the project, the characters 
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and even famous lines from the text (e.g. r_j_insta_project, timelessrj, juliettake2, 

sweetestsorrows). Specific instructions for posting included, “You will create and post a 

minimum of 10 images (2x a week for 5 weeks) using @partner’s handle and the hashtag 

#rjtimeless.” We intentionally included the hashtag as a way for us to search for our students’ 

responses and organize the data. The five prompts were sent from @visualsdsu, the handle for 

the visual literacy-related center where Cappello is the director. They were intentionally 

designed to be ambiguous enough to yield a broad range of multimodal Instagram posts (see 

figure 1). The five prompts included: 1) Consider Time (passing, suspended); 2) Consider 

Consequences (impulsiveness); 3) Consider Fate and Free Will; 4) Consider Duality (Can we 

hold two things at once?); and 5) “My bounty is as boundless as the sea, My love as deep; the 

more I give to thee The more I have, for both are infinite.” - Juliet, Act II, Scene 2. In total, our 

students created 189 Instagram posts in response to the 5 prompts posted on social media. 

 

Figure 1. Instagram prompt. 
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Data Analysis 

Like Albers (2007) we wanted to “examine art [in this case, the multimodal texts] as a 

language system” (p. 85) used to communicate understanding of the complex text. Therefore, we 

knew we needed a method of analysis that would help us focus on the visual elements of our 

students’ Instagram responses. We used descriptive coding (Saldana, 2016) of the multimodal 

texts for a variation of qualitative content analysis. This guided our interpretation of the students’ 

posts. We chose this method to help us organize and understand our students’ responses as well 

as make our interpretive process transparent to the reader. While we coded and created 

categories, we kept the critical multimodal literacy framework (Cappello, Tuner, & Wiseman, 

2019) in mind, including remembering to consider how these new texts might critique the 

original and shift power relationships between the reader and the author/text. 

We initially viewed and re-viewed the Instagram images separately several times to best 

conduct a visual content analysis (Cappello, 2019) and establish initial codes, some of which 

were focused on the semiotic structures of the visual texts. We then examined and reconsidered 

the data together refining our ideas and identifying the recurring patterns in the data, noticing 

that aspects of the critical multimodal framework were echoed in student responses. Together, 

we turned our attention to commonalities that built themes across the data in ways that clustered 

images around ideas beyond the scope of the weekly prompt. When reviewing the visual and 

multimodal Instagram posts, we also considered the range of representational resources students 

leveraged to respond.  

Results 

Our analysis of our students’ hashtagged catalogue of visual and written content on 

Instagram when viewed through a critical multimodal framework enabled us to gain insight into 
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the ways they mediated and communicated meaning in response to Shakespeare’s Romeo and 

Juliet. We discovered students used popular culture and personal experiences to negotiate 

meaning in the complex Shakespearean text. They communicated a breadth of understanding 

reflecting a range of comprehension. When considering how students composed multimodal texts 

to make meaning, we first considered the representation resources used by students.  

Variety of Representational Resources 

Of the 189 student responses in Instagram posts, 70 were photographs, either student-

generated or found on the internet. Twelve posts were images of drawings or paintings; again 

some posts captured students' own artwork. The original instructions in the syllabi offered 

students the option to create images that captured written compositions and 16 posts included 

written text, five of which were quotes directly taken from Shakespeare. Seven posts included 

multiple images utilizing the swipe feature and 18 posts included constructed or manipulated 

visual texts. Many of these posts relied on social media filters and other tools to alter original 

images. 
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Figure 2. Types of Instagram images. 

Remixed Visual Texts 

We put no limitations on the visual texts students created nor did we provide specific 

examples or instructions on what would be possible. Therefore, students were empowered to 

leverage multimodal resources to generate a range of Instagram posts and, in particular, to 

creatively remix, redesign, or manipulate the images. For example, one student responding to the 

prompt “Consider Duality,” composed a montage from two different images representing two 

halves of her face side by side (see Figure 3). Together, the two images make up her whole face, 

but each side offers a radically different image of the same woman. Additionally, students 

engaged in the creation of moving images through the use of video posts. For example, several 

students created videos of quotes taken directly from Romeo and Juliet, manipulating fonts and 

animating images that correspond to the written text. When viewing on Instagram as a video, 
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Figure 4 includes a background filled with stars that actually twinkle and wink at the viewer. 

These remixed photo and video compositions, which require considerably more time and effort 

than a non-manipulated image, illustrate evidence of deeper engagement on the part of the 

student maker as they re-present the linguistic prompts and communicated multimodally.  

 

Figure 3. Manipulated photo response to “Consider Duality.” 

 

Figure 4. Constructed video of Shakespeare text. 
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Popular Culture 

Twelve posts referenced popular culture to express meaning, relying on viewer 

background knowledge or risk adding an additional level of complexity that may interrupt 

meaning making. For example, one post referenced Assassin’s Creed in response to “Consider 

Consequences.” (see Figure 5). Bedau immediately recognized and understood the reference in 

context. However, Cappello analyzed the image’s compositional elements independently, having 

no knowledge of the video game series for context. A second example in response to “Consider 

Consequences” is an image from The Simpsons, an American pop culture touchstone (see Figure 

6). Bart Simpson is considering the consequences of stealing the GIANT cupcake marked with a 

“do not touch” sign. What he does not see (but the viewer does) is that the cupcake is “rigged” to 

shock any would-be thief. We consider the use of popular culture a way to critique this 

challenging academic Shakespearean text, transforming the elite connotations associated with the 

successful navigation of this play to memes designed for ordinary readers and viewers. 

https://www.instagram.com/p/BpAB9_khIIB/ 1 

Figure 5. Assassin's Creed Odyssey. 

https://www.instagram.com/p/BpF65Qhgod7/ 2 

Figure 6. The Simpsons.  

Personal Experiences 

Students also shared personal experiences, including photos of family and participation in 

events such as weddings or outings with friends. Figure 7 below features a video taken by a 

student at a museum or other visual art event. There were several selfies posted as reactions to 

the prompts, often manipulated using filters and photoshop tools. In Figure 8, a common campus 

site, an abandoned yellow Ofo bike, with a torn and dirty lace shirt (?) caught in its spokes, is a 

https://www.instagram.com/p/BpAB9_khIIB/
https://www.instagram.com/p/BpF65Qhgod7/
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poignant response to the “Consider Consequences” prompt. These personal reflections may have 

enabled students to build interdisciplinary relationships with their partners through “visually 

reading one another” (Wargo, 2017, p. 564) although having never connected outside of 

Instagram. Sharing personal experiences demonstrated their new-found membership in the 

generations of people who have accessed Shakespeare successfully. For some, Instagram even 

provided a way for students to restory, inserting themselves into the dialogue and action of 

Romeo and Juliet. 

 

Figure 7. Video taken at personal student outing. 
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Figure 8. Ofo bike with lace blouse - response to “Consider Consequences.” 

Negotiating Meaning 

Both classes spent significant time with Romeo and Juliet participating in strategies and 

discussions in our university classrooms to help guide understanding. However, our intentionally 

ambiguous prompts, the multimodal tools built into the Instagram App, and the ability to view 

and create meaning with their peers provided additional space to negotiate meaning and respond 

to the complex Shakespearean text at the core of this project. We noticed students’ posts 

reflected a range of reactions. Students’ responses were sometimes quite literal, including direct 

quotes from the original Shakespeare text, clips from film adaptations, or a basic or straight 

forward depiction like the yin-yang symbol posted (see Figure 9) in response to the prompt 

asking students to “Consider Duality” or an image of dice to “Consider Fate.” These responses 

indicate a precise understanding of the prompt or the section of text that the prompt reflects. 
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Figure 9. Consider Duality. 

However, often students created Instagram posts that required interpretation and had 

viewers (mostly other participants) asking additional questions. These reactions reflected more 

active participation in the meaning making of complex text that, like the remixed images, reflects 

higher levels of engagement. These images also require more engagement of the viewer because 

their multimodal and layered meanings mimic the heightened and poetic complexities of 

Shakespeare’s discourse. For example, one student shared an abstract black and white line 

drawing for her final post (see Figure 10) in response to the quote from Juliet found in Act II, 

Scene 2: “My bounty is as boundless as the sea, my love as deep; the more I give to thee the 

more I have, for both are infinite.” When viewing and re-viewing this drawn response, we posed 

questions. Is there a woman in repose? What is this representing? Does it reflect concepts of 

“boundless[ness]” or “infinite”? How did the author transform the Shakespeare quote by 

responding with a line drawing? This is a visually complex text (Cappello, 2017) in response to a 

written one.  
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Figure 10. Response to Shakespeare quote. 

   Discussion 

The critical multimodal literacy framework and multimodal content analysis revealed 

how when provided opportunity, students leveraged a range of representational resources to 

respond to Shakespeare’s complex text, Romeo and Juliet (Shakespeare, 1993). Students remixed 

and transformed the privileged linguistic quotes in the prompts to create accessible visual and 

multimodal representations. Students used popular culture to shift the inherent power of Romeo 

and Juliet, often regarded as one of the most significant plays in the English language (Mambrol, 

2020), by asking viewers to consider the play’s theme of consequence through the use of memes 

showcasing popular culture such as the Simpsons (Groening et al., 2007).  

Like Warner (2016), our students used a range of linguistic and visual resources 

including “their faces, bodies, objects and physical worlds to communicate through selfies and 

other digital photography” (p. 173). However, our students composed with mobile phones to 

navigate academic text. Their posts enabled them to write themselves into the narrative and 
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document their role in a community of people who understand this Shakespeare’s highly 

regarded and commanding text. 

Implications for Research 

This study shows how social media, specifically Instagram, has a place in our university 

classrooms and can be used as a tool to mediate meaning of complex academic texts. Our 

findings have implications for multiple teaching contexts. We believe Instagram can be adapted 

at the university for use with other complex texts and across a range of academic disciplines. 

This method also has potential for use in high school classrooms. In addition, Instagram provided 

a tool for interdisciplinarity as students from dissimilar disciplines (theatre and education) 

collaborated to express understanding.  

The authors found that most of the students had personal experience with Instagram and 

with using hashtags; however, a few students were new to the platform (a brief training was 

provided) and some did not follow the protocol for hashtag use. The result of this limitation is 

that those images that did not include #rjtimeless were not able to be included in the study.  
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