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Abstract: Harnessing a diverse array of iconic, indexical, and symbolic signs – both
linguistic and paralinguistic – edusemiotics serves as a comprehensive and multi-
disciplinary foundation for instructional practices. In this framework, language
teachers create engaging spaces for students to construct meaning and discover
significance actively. Given the growing popularity of internet memes (IMs) within
digital communities and their potential educational benefits, this paper tackles the
integration of IMs into foreign language education through the edusemiotic lens. The
proposed EduMeme method illustrates the unique advantages of using IMs as
multimodal sign systems in language teaching environments and highlights their
versatility across disciplines. The paper concludes with suggestions for further
exploration into the pedagogical impact of this novel approach in various educa-
tional contexts with learners from a wide range of linguistic backgrounds.

Keywords: digital communities; language teaching; linguistic signs; multimodal sign
system; paralinguistic signs

1 Introduction

Internet memes (IMs) are essential to digital culture, helping people express lin-
guistic and cultural ideas about economic, political, and social topics (Rogers and
Giorgi 2024; Wiggins 2019). These units of cultural information spread quickly
through social media, often mixing with sociolinguistic contexts (Drăguşin 2024).
Typically, IMs use various media (audio, GIFs, visuals, and text) and employ irony,
humor, and satire to convey messages effectively (Sidekerskienė and Damaševičius
2024). By simplifying complex ideas, IMs have become widespread and influenced
online communication and information sharing (Lin and Sun 2023; Rogers and Giorgi
2024).
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Scholars from various fields, including education, are fascinated by IMs (Zhang
and Cassany 2023). Studies in different learning environments show that IMs can
improve learning outcomes (Altukruni 2022; Elkhamisy and Sharif 2024). The diverse
media forms of IMs help people easily express their emotions and ideas, making IMs
effective tools for cultural and linguistic communication (Guleria et al. 2024; Panther
and Crovitz 2024). Using IMs in language education is an innovative approach that
mirrors authentic language use and cultural interaction, thereby improving un-
derstanding, memory, and language skills (Kayali and Altuntas 2021; Kiaer 2024;
Sidekerskienė and Damaševičius 2024; Smith 2023; Valente and Xerri 2023).

Edusemiotics combines semiotics and educational theory, viewing learning as
an interactive process where learners create meaning through signs (Semetsky 2017;
Stables 2016). This approach indicates that education is more than just communi-
cating information (Deely and Semetsky 2017). It involves creating, comprehending,
and interpreting knowledge using diverse sign systems like languages, images,
gestures, and other cultural elements (Campbell et al. 2019; Lacković 2020a, 2020b;
Topal 2024). Influenced by scholars like Marcel Danesi, Andrew Stables, and Inna
Semetsky, edusemiotics argues that human cognition and learning are fundamen-
tally semiotic processes (Campbell 2019; Paolucci 2021; Stables et al. 2018). By
stressing learners’ interaction with and interpretation of signs, this approach
highlights the importance of culture, context, and prior knowledge in education
(Lacković 2020a, 2020b; Topal 2024). Edusemiotics explicitly challenges language-
centrism in education, promoting a more inclusive approach that integrates both
linguistic and non-linguistic signs. This perspective aligns with biosemiotics, as
highlighted in Campbell et al. (2019). Additionally, recent extensions of the edu-
semiotic framework within postdigital literacy underscore its relevance and appli-
cability in contemporary educational contexts (Campbell and Olteanu 2024). This
makes edusemiotics particularly suitable for exploring unconventional instructional
tools such as IMs, which are rich in multidimensional meanings and require an
interpretative approach to fully understand their significance.

Given the increasing role of digital media in language education contexts
(Lotherington and Bradley 2024) and the potential pedagogical benefits of IMs in
foreign language education (Kayali and Altuntas 2021; Kiaer 2024; Sidekerskienė and
Damaševičius 2024; Smith 2023; Valente and Xerri 2023), this article examines how
IMs may be harnessed effectively for teaching foreign languages within an edu-
semiotic framework. However, the growing body of research on using IMs in edu-
cation (Boyle 2022; Sidekerskienė and Damaševičius 2024; Tidy et al. 2024), including
language education (Kayali and Altuntas 2021; Kiaer 2024; Nguyen et al. 2022; Smith
2023; Wang et al. 2024), has so far focused on individual language aspects with
learners in different educational contexts. For instance, Kayali and Altuntas (2021)
explored the impact of IMs on vocabulary recall amongmedicinemajors and yielded
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positive results. Nguyen et al. (2022) spotlighted building digital literacy skills
through IMs. In another study, Smith (2023) addressed student agency through
culturally relevant meme creation (ideomemes). On the other hand, Wang et al.
(2024) tackled the transmission of emotions through Chinese memes. Hence, the
literature lacks a guiding framework for applying an edusemiotic perspective to
teaching foreign languages through IMs.

The rationale behind proposing a framework for teaching foreign languages
through IMs from an edusemiotic perspective is multifaceted. According to edu-
semiotics, education involves both linguistic and extra-linguistic signs (Gómez
Redondo et al. 2024; Semetsky 2014; Stables and Semetsky 2014). Themultimodality of
IMs, which includes images, videos, texts, and sounds, means they can be seen as
paralinguistic signs. This makes them inherently more multiply modal than lan-
guage, which primarily relies on textual and spoken forms, and therefore more
effective in engaging learners in foreign language education. Furthermore, edu-
semiotics posits that humans are living symbols capable of interpreting and using
information to learn and grow (Semetsky 2017). This aligns with the evolving nature
of IMs among diverse internet users (Canizzarro 2016; Molina 2020; Seiffert-Brock-
mann et al. 2018), making IMs a dynamic tool for language learners to interact with
and interpret.

Edusemiotics also emphasizes the importance of collaborative learning envi-
ronments, where teachers and learners work together to create meaning and sig-
nificance (Semetsky 2017). In the context of foreign language education, IMs can
facilitate this collaboration by providing a shared cultural and linguistic reference
point for discussion and interpretation. Signs facilitate the understanding of abstract
and complex concepts, such as cultural and linguistic structures (Semetsky 2017;
Stables and Semetsky 2014). IMs, with their rich, multimodal content, help learners
grasp these concepts more easily, making them an effective instructional tool in
language education.

In addition, biosemiotics highlights the interconnectedness of biological and
cultural sign systems, supporting the holistic approach of edusemiotics (Campbell
et al. 2019). Using IMs in language teaching can leverage these connections, helping
students understand the cultural and contextual nuances of the language. Social
semiotics further underscores the role of signs in social interactions and cultural
contexts (Gualberto and Kress 2019), making it relevant to understanding IMs in
educational settings. By using IMs, language educators can tap into the social and
cultural aspects of communication, enriching the learning experience.

Postdigital educational theory reflects the integration of digital technologies in
education (Jandrić and Ford 2022), aligning with the use of IMs as contemporary
educational tools. This makes IMs particularly relevant in today’s digital learning
environments. Ecosemiotics, which explores the relationship between ecological
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systems and sign processes (Maran 2020), also complements the edusemiotic
perspective by emphasizing the environmental context of learning. For example, IMs
can be used to illustrate metaphors related to nature, helping learners understand
the interconnectedness of language and the environment (Urlica and Stefanović
2018).

One of the core principles of edusemiotics is the emphasis on learning through
practical experience (Semetsky 2017; Stables and Semetsky 2014; Topal 2024).
Creating IMs using iconic (e.g., the distracted boyfriend meme reflecting familiar
scenarios), indexical (e.g., Bernie Sanders in a chair meme for temporal relevance),
and symbolic (e.g., “That feeling when…” meme conveying meaning through social
agreement) signs can lead to positive learning outcomes, including enhanced
engagement, motivation, comprehension, and recall, as supported by previous
research (Glasford and Joy 2024; Sidekerskienė and Damaševičius 2024; Smith 2023).

2 Edusemiotics and foreign language education

Edusemiotics is the abbreviated form of educational semiotics. Termed by Danesi
(2010), edusemiotics rests on Peircean philosophy, which views humans as living
signs (Campbell 2019; Deely and Semetsky 2017). It serves as a comprehensive
framework for education that considers signs a fundamental unit for analysis
(Semetsky and Stables 2014) and utilizes signs as ameans of reasoning (Quay 2017). In
the field of edusemiotics, both linguistic and paralinguistic signs – whether natural
or created – such as images, sounds, and videos are part of a multimodal strategy in
education. Equally, the varied meanings and forms of signs allow their educational
use from several viewpoints (Topal 2024). Additionally, the teacher–student rela-
tionship operates through the logic of signs, allowing interconnected and interde-
pendent interaction and involving immersion in a sign system for shared
understanding (Semetsky 2017). Moreover, the nature of edusemiotics strongly
supports using this perspectivewhen teaching complex phenomena (Topal 2024), like
cultural nuances, abstract linguistic structures, or pragmatic language use.

In addition to mastering sign usage, learners and teachers must be semiotically
conscious (Guichon andWigham 2016; Jones et al. 2021) – aware of signs’ roles (Deely
2017) – and competent (Asenova et al. 2023; Deely and Semetsky 2017; Erton 2018), a
central concept in Greimasian semiotics, suggesting that the success of meaning
depends on the subject’s competence (Pikkarainen 2014). As teaching is beneficial to
the degree that it makes specific knowledge significant for learners (Legg 2017),
edusemiotics may afford conducive opportunities for meaningful foreign language
pedagogy whereby meaning is negotiated and constructed through manifold signs
(e.g., IMs). Edusemiotically speaking, it is essential to create a collaborative learning
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environmentwhere learners and teachers have disparate roles; the prior establishes
meaning and significance, while the latter assumes responsibility for providing this
opportunity (Semetsky 2017).

In Peircean semiotics, signs are divided into icons, indexes, and symbols ac-
cording to the relationship between the signifier and the signified (Thellefsen 2024).
Icons are signs that resemble or imitate an object, commonly having a physical
similarity or direct likeness to it (Nöth 2020). They play a significant role in education
because they are easily recognizable and can help learners perceive visual simi-
larities (Zhu and Yang 2023). IMs function as icons in foreign language education,
especially when visualizing familiar situations or emotions that resemble real-life
scenarios. The “distracted boyfriend” meme (Figure 1), for example, is a type of
reaction meme where the gaze shifts due to distraction or shifting priorities,
resembling recognizable human behavior and illustrating expressions or actions
that learners must describe in the target language.

Indexes are signs with direct, causal, or contextual relationships with their
objects, indicating or pointing to them by association (Nielsen and Sol Sansiñena
2024). In educational settings, indexes emphasize the significance of context and
association in learning, guiding learners to draw connections between signs and
their referents (Tytler and Prain 2022). IMs serve as indexes when related to specific,

Figure 1: The “distracted boyfriend” meme (photo credit: Antonio Guillem, retrieved from https://
www.wired.com/story/distracted-boyfriend-meme-photographer-interview/).

EduMeme: using internet memes 395

https://www.wired.com/story/distracted-boyfriend-meme-photographer-interview/
https://www.wired.com/story/distracted-boyfriend-meme-photographer-interview/


recognizable cultural events or moments. The “Bernie Sanders in a chair” meme
(Figure 2) may serve, for instance, to allow language learners to practice idiomatic
expressions (e.g., I’m just sitting here, minding my own business) or contextual
vocabulary.

Symbols are signs with arbitrary or conventional connections to objects, resting
on acquired cultural conventions or shared meanings (Sebeok 2001). In language
education, symbols play a crucial role in representing knowledge that learners ac-
quire through cultural understanding and learned associations. This connection
between symbols and language learning is evident in the way that language inher-
ently involves symbols, making their use in education both inevitable and essential.
IMs are rich in symbolic meanings, particularly when paired with textual infor-
mation. To exemplify, the “Pepe the Frog” meme grew from what was originally a

Figure 2: The “Bernie Sanders in a chair” meme (photo credit: Brendan Smialowski, retrieved from
https://www.esquire.com/news-politics/a35293541/bernie-sanders-viral-photo-photographer-
interview/).
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cartoon character created by Matt Furie. However, it has evolved to symbolize
diverse political and cultural meanings over time (Glitsos and Hall 2019), indicating
how images (or IMs) can acquire newmeanings based on their use and cultural ties.
This meme can be used in foreign language contexts to spark discussion on different
stages of Pepe’s evolutionary symbolism (Figure 3).

As Atoofi (2017: 232–233) remarked, language education’s task “is confronting,
contrasting, comparing, and associating multiple signs and sign systems (whether
verbal or nonverbal), linguistic expressions and value systems, spheres of knowledge,
and lived experiences.” In this sense, not only photographic content but also IMs in
textual, videographic, and GIF formats may be harnessed in foreign language educa-
tion (Wagener 2021). Incorporating semiotics in language education is not new, with
language teaching methods including “semiotic clues or elements including objects,
pictures, realia, and gestures” (Topal 2024:188) at varying levels. However, no one-size-
fits-all approach can be best leveraged for language teaching. Additionally, moving
beyond traditional methods, Kumaravadivelu’s (2001) post-method pedagogy un-
derscores context-sensitive language teaching (particularity), teacher-constructed
practice (practicality), and identity formation/social transformation (possibility). For
this very reason, edusemiotics can act as an integrative conceptual framework for
language teachers by ushering them toward developing their methods through lin-
guistic (e.g., languages) and extra-linguistic (e.g., IMs) signs (Topal 2024).

Figure 3: The “Pepe the frog” meme (photo credit: Matt Furie, retrieved from https://www.bbc.com/
news/world-us-canada-37493165).

EduMeme: using internet memes 397

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-37493165
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-37493165


3 IMs as multimodal semiotic tools in language
learning

Derived from the Greek mimeisthai, meaning “to imitate” (Harper 2024), the term
memewas initially coined by Richard Dawkins, who referred to it as “a unit of cultural
transmission” (1976: 208). More precisely, a meme is “an idea, behavior, style or usage
that spreads from person to person within a culture” (Blackmore 2000: 65). Originally,
Dawkins (2006) likened memes to genes – just like genes moving from body to body,
memes replicate this process and move from mind to mind. IMs are typically hu-
morous pictures, videos, or other texts “copied with slight variations and shared by
internet users” (Bahlmann Bollinger et al. 2020: 23). Shifman (2013: 367) describes IMs
as “units of popular culture that are circulated, imitated, and transformed by indi-
vidual internet users, creating a shared cultural experience in the process.”

Intricately linked to social, political, religious, and economic contexts, IMs are
used extensively by internet users (Al Rousan et al. 2023). Given the prevalence of
internet usage (e.g., social media platforms), especially by young people, IMs are
quite popular with online youth groups (Seiffert-Brockmann et al. 2018), usually
forming a digital culture (García López and Cardama 2020; Wiggins 2019). Due to
their nature, IMs can instantly go viral (Marino 2022). In addition, IMs are habitually
multimodal – containing auditory, textual, and visual input (Sidekerskienė and
Damaševičius 2024). This combination of sensory cues assists language learners by
creating better learning opportunities through stimulation of various brain parts
(Muñoz 2022; Zhao et al. 2023).

Employing IMs in foreign language education can be justified for several rea-
sons. First, as mentioned earlier, IMs are produced in different multimodal formats
(e.g., visual-textual, audio-visual, andGIF). For example, amemewith a shocked face1

(visual) with the caption (textual) “When you realize your assignment is due today”
showcases the contextual use of the phrase in a humorous way. Such multimodal
combinations facilitate the formation of associative links, contributing to learning
gains (Mirzaei et al. 2023; Puimège et al. 2023). Second, IMs can foster the learning of
idiomatic and colloquial expressions (i.e., cultural nuances) through humor and
relatability. For instance, ameme captionedwith “I can’t even”2may expose language
learners to slang that might not be covered in class.

Third, the simplicity, ubiquity, and emotional engagement of IMs may aid
comprehension and retention (Wang et al. 2024). Fourth, IMs (particularly those

1 For example, the “Australiagottalent Shocked” meme at https://tr.pinterest.com/pin/
845832373757341100/.
2 See, for example, https://www.dictionary.com/e/slang/i-cant-even/.
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sparking discussion) may foster developing critical thinking skills among learners
(Domínguez-Romero and Bobkina 2021; Wells 2018). Fifth, the development of mul-
tiple literacies (e.g., digital, information, and media) is fostered through IMs (Boyle
2022; Domínguez-Romero and Bobkina 2021; Nguyen et al. 2022; Panther and Crovitz
2024). Consequently, integrating IMs into language education may promote moti-
vating, culturally relevant, memorable, and relatable learning experiences.

4 Applying the EduMememethod in the classroom

Edusemiotically, foreign language learning through IMs highlights meaning-making
using various signs. This section presents some strategies to integrate IMs in teaching
different types of awareness, knowledge, and skills required in foreign language
education. Accordingly, the use of IMs within foreign language education contexts
will be referred to as educational memetics (edumemetics), with the types of memes
used in this regard named educational memes (EduMemes), and the method used in
this regard called the EduMeme method.

This study refers to the EduMeme method as teaching foreign languages using
various IMs. The EduMeme method posits that IMs may be utilized in foreign lan-
guage education, from teaching language skills to developing awareness, compe-
tencies, and literacies. Its foundational principles include multimodality, cultural
relevance, active engagement, and semiotic meaning construction. Fundamentally,
IMs contain multimodal input serving as semiotic signs (Fan 2022) and reflecting
cultural and societal phenomena (Rogers and Giorgi 2024; Wiggins 2019), encour-
aging active learner involvement by interpreting visual, textual, and auditory signs
(Glasford and Joy 2024; Sidekerskienė and Damaševičius 2024; Smith 2023). The
EduMememethod’s core elements include teaching language skills (e.g., vocabulary,
grammar, pronunciation, listening, speaking, and writing), raising awareness (e.g.,
phonological, pragmatic, intercultural, metalinguistic, and emotional), and devel-
oping literacies (e.g., digital, information, and media) for the sake of aiding
communicative linguistic competence and digital competence.

The method can be implemented in various forms in the context of foreign
language education. First, IMs can be analyzed formanifold purposes, from directing
attention to linguistic features to discussing howmultimodality contributes to humor
andmeaning construction. This memetic analysis may aid language comprehension,
prompt critical thinking (e.g., interpretative skills), and reinforce semiotic awareness
(Domínguez-Romero and Bobkina 2021; Huang et al. 2024; Panther and Crovitz 2023).
Second, meme creation may contribute to language development through active
language use, problem-solving, meaningful communicative tasks (where learners
convey their ideas creatively through IMs), autonomy, and engagement (Elkhamisy
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and Sharif 2024; Sidekerskienė and Damaševičius 2024). Using comparative tasks is
another way to implement the method in language teaching settings, resulting in
intercultural awareness (e.g., cultural differences in humor, idiomatic language, and
societal values), linguistic sensitivity (e.g., how humor and tone vary across lan-
guages), translational skills (e.g., translatable and untranslatable expressions or
references), and communication skills (through metalinguistic discussions) (Glas-
ford and Joy 2024; Kocbek 2014; Nissenbaum and Shifman 2018). IMs can further be
exploited for storytelling in language education contexts, contributing to narrative
skills, creative expression, and relatability/relevance (Sottilotta and Cannamela 2019;
Vazquez-Calvo et al. 2024).

Concerning assessment and feedback in the EduMeme method, language
teachers may utilize formative assessment, peer feedback, and individual re-
flections. Learner-created memes can be assessed in terms of language use, cultural
relevance, creativity, and visual/textual appropriateness. Similarly, language
learners can provide constructive feedback on their memes regarding language and
creativity. Additionally, language learners may be asked to reflect on their learning
experiences through IMs. Similar applications are available in the literature, with
IMs used for digital multimodal composition (Fernández Molina 2020; Ryu et al.
2022).

Having explained the EduMeme method, in the following sections I introduce
practicable means for implementing the method in foreign language education.

4.1 Language awareness, knowledge, and skills

While grammar is recognized as one of the fundamental constituents of language
proficiency (van Rijt and Coppen 2021), it is crucial to view it within a broader
edusemiotic framework. Proficient language users must not only acquire gram-
matical awareness, knowledge, and competence but also develop a holistic under-
standing of language that incorporates semiotic and communicative competences.
IMs, as culturally relevant and easily recognizable visual-textual artifacts, engage
learners in interpreting and creating meaning. This method fosters integrative lin-
guistic competence by making grammar learning more dynamic, contextual, and
relatable, thereby aligning with the principles of edusemiotics. However, scholars
from diverse backgrounds report challenges with grammar in manifold languages,
including Turkish (Boylu et al. 2022), English (Zannan Alghamdy 2023), Spanish
(Zalbidea et al. 2021), Italian (Vallerossa 2024), and French (Markey 2022). IMs may
play a facilitative role in that regard, with teachers highlighting specific tenses,
sentential patterns, or grammatical constructs. Learners can utilize memetic anal-
ysis to interpret grammar and link ruleswith real-life expressions. Previous research
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has shown that grammar teaching is supported through multimodal cues and IMs
(Kalyuzhna et al. 2023; Muñoz et al. 2023) (Figure 4).

Along with grammar, vocabulary is the building block of language proficiency
(Sullivan et al. 2021). Proficient language users must possess a good vocabulary range
and control as part of their linguistic knowledge (Uchihara and Clenton 2023).
Nevertheless, researchers identified vocabulary-related issues among learners from
diverse language contexts (Barwasser et al. 2021; Chou 2023; Ma et al. 2022). Accord-
ingly, multimodal cues embedded in IMs may help learners decode new vocabulary,
linking visual cues and text to context. As Figure 5 illustrates, IMs present new vo-
cabulary in different languages (French, in this case) in a humorous and relatableway.
Previous scholarly work revealed the positive impacts of IMs andmultimodal input on
vocabulary learning and retention (Altukruni 2022; Kayali and Altuntas 2021).

Figure 4: Practicing the present simple tense through IMs (photo credit: Imgflip, retrieved from
https://imgflip.com/i/2thbj2).
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Pronunciation is another skill, some aspects of which can be taught through IMs.
Intelligible pronunciation is amust for effective communication (Levis and Silpachai
2021; Walker and Archer 2024), and language learners must have satisfactory
phonological awareness, knowledge, and skills as part of phonological control within
the linguistic competence (Topal 2019). However, pronunciation is challenging for
language learners from different linguistic backgrounds (Nagle et al. 2023; Topal and
Altay 2022). Accordingly, as in Figure 6, IMs may be exploited to increase learners’
pronunciation awareness (in Spanish in this case), directing their attention to pho-
netic differences. Earlier studies provided evidence for effective pronunciation
teaching and learning through visual cues (Li 2024; Tsunemoto et al. 2022), sup-
porting our claim. Language teachers can thus use IMs with phonetic jokes or

Figure 5: Teaching French vocabulary through IMs (photo credit: Frenchified, retrieved from https://
frenchified.com/2022/10/02/french-memes-as-an-authentic-resource/).

Figure 6: A meme on differences in Spanish pronunciation (photo credit: Bored Panda, retrieved from
https://tr.pinterest.com/pin/68609594313195080/).
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references to dialects and accents, reinforcing the symbolic relationship between
text and pronunciation.

IMs may also assist in practicing writing skills in foreign language education.
Writing is an essential productive skill for language proficiency, along with ortho-
graphic control (Topal 2024). However, learners from various linguistic backgrounds
find some aspects of writing (e.g., spelling, discourse markers, and punctuation)
challenging (Blázquez-Carretero and Woore 2021; Bressoux et al. 2023; Yoon 2021).
Therefore, while creating IMs, learners can develop their writing skills by writing
captions or describing a meme’s scenario. Caption writing may also promote
engagement (through humorous and relatable content and cultural-linguistic rele-
vance), foster creativity (by encouraging originality and experimenting with lan-
guages), and support learner autonomy (through personalized learning and self-
directed practice) and collaboration (through shared creativity, peer feedback, and
role-playing scenarios). Previous studies yielded supporting evidence in this regard
(Clinton-Lisell and Kelly 2024; Lin and Sun 2023; Vinokurova 2021). Edusemiotically,
they construct their semiotic signs through word selection aligning with visual
contexts. Relevant literature also observed that the teaching of writing was fostered
throughmultimodal cues (Altherr Flores 2021; Lim and Kessler 2024), supporting our
claim.

Figure 7 playfully emphasizes the significance of punctuation marks in writing.

Figure 7: An example meme for punctuation in writing (photo credit: The Language Nerds, retrieved
from https://thelanguagenerds.com/2019/grammar-memes/).
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Speaking is yet another language skill that can be practiced through IMs, which
serve as conversation starters. Speaking is a crucial productive skill that language
learners must master for communicative language competence (Renandya and
Nguyen 2022). Nonetheless, language learners worldwide expressed difficulty
speaking in the target language (Aizawa et al. 2020; Chou 2024). Employing interac-
tive, engaging, and humorous materials like IMs may lower their affective filter and
raise their willingness to communicate. Discussing IMs, as in Figure 8, involves
interpreting signs and the verbal expressions of those interpretations, contributing
to meaning construction.

4.2 Intercultural awareness

Intercultural awareness (ICA) refers to the “dynamic and flexible relationships be-
tween languages and cultures” (Baker 2015: 130). It is a central component of

Figure 8: A meme as a warm-up for oral presentations (photo credit: Imgflip, retrieved from https://
imgflip.com/tag/public+speaking?sort=top-2020).
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intercultural communicative competence (ICC), which refers to the ability to
communicate effectivelywith people fromdiverse cultural backgrounds and is based
on five main components: attitudes, knowledge, skills of interpreting and relating,
skills of discovery and interaction, and critical cultural awareness (Byram 1997).
Given the intricate relationship between cultures and languages (Kim 2020), lan-
guage learnersmust have ICA and ICC (Baker 2022; Byram 2020). One engagingway to
do this is to use IMs, since they are often steeped in cultural references, inside jokes,
and popular media, reflecting a society’s current events, humor, and values (Nis-
senbaum and Shifman 2018; Seiffert-Brockmann et al. 2018). Understanding such IMs
can, therefore, assist learners to grasp the language and cultural context. Figure 9
shows cultural IMs that could be leveraged to raise ICA.

Figure 9: Ameme on the differences between different literatures (photo credit: Reddit, retrieved from
https://www.reddit.com/r/memes/comments/j3sfcr/culture_cultivates_us/).
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4.3 Pragmatic awareness and competence

Pragmatics is concerned with grasping the context in which language is utilized,
which includes tone, levels of politeness, and implied meanings (Thomas 2014).
Proficient language users must develop pragmatic awareness, knowledge, and
competence as part of language proficiency or communicative language competence
(Korkmaz and Karatepe 2023). However, doing this may be challenging for language
learners from diverse backgrounds (Alsuhaibani 2020; Ren 2022). IMs frequently
include language that relies on subtle hints, humor, or irony,making thema valuable
tool for teaching these intricacies (Barclay and Downing 2023). An example meme, as
in Figure 10, may be used to illustrate the significance of the pragmatic use of
colloquial expressions.

Figure 10: The significance of pragmatic meaning (photo credit: iFunny, retrieved from https://ifunny.
co/picture/will-you-be-long-yes-i-m-coming-over-OVcyojxx7?s=cl).
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4.4 Critical thinking skills

Critical thinking skills, referring to the cognitive processes involving information
analysis, evaluation, and synthesis for better judgment decisions, are among the
four Cs of 21st-century learning to develop successful society members for a global
community (Anggraeni et al. 2023; Topal 2021). Despite the significance of these skills,
research shows that language learners lack critical thinking skills, and more
interventions are necessary to cultivate critical language thinkers (Lu and Xie 2024;
Teng and Yue 2023). In that sense, IMs may be employed to serve as complex signs
requiring interpretation, aligning with the edusemiotic goal of promoting active
meaning-making (Figure 11).

4.5 Digital literacy

Digital literacy is one of the information, media, and technology skills
included within the P21 Framework for 21st Century Learning

Figure 11: A meme prompting critical thinking (photo credit: ADHDinos, retrieved from https://www.
reddit.com/r/funny/comments/s5ectv/critical_thinking/?rdt=41493).
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(González-Pérez and Ramírez-Montoya 2022). It is “the ability to access,
manage, understand, integrate, communicate, evaluate and create information
safely and appropriately through digital technologies for employment, decent
jobs, and entrepreneurship” (UNESCO 2018: 26). IMs are popular among young
people, who can be considered digital natives or the internet generation (Jan-
schitz and Penker 2022), since they are participants in digital discourse. However,
research in diverse contexts reveals the inadequacy of digital literacy levels
among language learners (Dashtestani and Hojatpanah 2022; Reddy et al. 2023).
Through engagement with digital signs, language learners apply interpretation
and content creation that align with their online experiences, contributing to
media literacy construction (Domínguez-Romero and Bobkina 2021; Lacković
2020a, 2020b). Language teachers may accordingly use some websites with tools
for meme creation in their classes. Some of these sites are listed below:
– https://supermeme.ai/.
– https://makeameme.org/.
– https://www.freememegenerator.org/.
– https://www.movavi.com/meme-generator.html.
– https://clipchamp.com/en/video-meme-generator/.
– https://www.capcut.com/tools/meme-generator.

Previous studies promoted meme creation for various pedagogical benefits (Kayali
and Altuntas 2021; Smith 2023; Vinokurova 2021), supporting our argument.

4.6 Emotional intelligence

Emotional intelligence “concerns the ability to carry out accurate reasoning about
emotions and the ability to use emotions and emotional knowledge to enhance
thought” (Mayer et al. 2008: 511). Research has shown that emotionally intelligent
learners enjoy language learning more and cope well with related problems (Resnik
and Dewaele 2023). By nature, IMs involve humor (Torres-Marín et al. 2022), and thus
the students engage with decoding humorous content, which contributes to
their emotional intelligence (Hylen 2021) as they learn to recognize the cultural
nuances, implied meanings, and social cues embedded in IMs. In this regard, lan-
guage teachers may introduce IMs with puns, polysemy, or cultural humor and
conduct classroom discussions about the reasons for humorous content and its
impact on cultural attitudes or beliefs. This way, language learners may be able to
develop emotional awareness of other people from similar or different cultures
(Figure 12).
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4.7 Global awareness

Like digital literacy, global awareness is also included in the P21 Framework for 21st
Century Learning as one of the twenty-first-century interdisciplinary themes (Batelle
for Kids 2019). Learners must employ twenty-first-century skills to recognize and
tackle global challenges, engage with people from various cultures, religions, and
lifestyles, and foster mutual respect and open communication in personal, profes-
sional, and community settings (Jing 2023). Additionally, they should strive to
comprehend different nations and cultures, including using languages other than
English (Corbett 2022). Using IMs to raise global awareness of global issues was also
voiced in previous studies (Mason et al. 2023; Zhang and Pinto 2021), upholding our
argument. Figure 13 shows a meme that may stimulate discussion on a legal act
regarding a global environmental issue (i.e., plastic usage).

However, there may be some potential pitfalls of applying the EduMeme
method. First, it is crucial to note that IMs may come across as culturally insensitive.
Therefore, language teachers must be careful when choosing IMs, since some may
carry unintendedmeanings or references, causing potential offense in some cultures

Figure 12: A meme that may spark a discussion on emotional intelligence (photo credit: r/memes,
retrieved from https://www.reddit.com/r/memes/comments/ldcb8v/im_attracted_to_emotional_
intelligence/).
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(Marlin-Bennett and Jackson 2022). Also, IMs are consumed rapidly despite their
permanence of popularity (Hagen andVenturini 2024). This requires teachers to keep
updated about trend memes. Additionally, there may be minor linguistic barriers to
meme creation, since humor and some cultural references may not translate easily
(Chiaro 2024). Considering these downsides is likely to result in better utilization of
the method.

5 Discussion

Grown exponentially since their birth in the mid-1970s (Dawkins 1976), memes have
acquired a distinct dimension after the emergence of social media platforms. Since
then, they have become an indispensable communication tool among digital com-
munities (Nguyen et al. 2022; Wagener 2021). Used for various purposes, IMs serve as
a multimodal semiotic means for expressing ideas and emotions without physical,
cultural, and linguistic borders (Oyemade and Adeagbo 2020; Wagener 2021). An
increasing interest in IMs has been observed in education, particularly language

Figure 13: A meme on one of the global issues (photo credit: Beyond Plastics, retrieved from https://
www.beyondplastics.org/meme-contest-winner).
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education (Han and Smith 2023; Kayali and Altuntas 2021; Smith 2023; Wang et al.
2024). The potential pedagogical affordances and the lack of research on using IMs
within the edusemiotic framework have motivated this study. Accordingly, this
article has focused on using IMs in foreign language education from an edusemiotic
perspective.

Mirroring previous research on using IMs in language education, this study
differs in the conceptual framework within which it is established. Rather than
focusing only on specific language skills or areas, as done in earlier work, this study
hinges its arguments on a broader structure (i.e., edusemiotics), employing manifold
sign systems for instructional or pedagogical purposes. The method proposed in this
study (i.e., the EduMeme method) can, therefore, be considered unique because it
may be used to teach not only specific but any foreign languages. Similarly, it can be
employed in teaching and practicing both particular language skills (e.g., vocabulary
and grammar) and broader aspects of language education (e.g., emotional intelli-
gence and global awareness). In this sense, it embraces the facilitative role that
edusemiotics plays in education by providing sundry signs (e.g., icons, indexes, and
symbols). Equally, the EduMeme method proposed in this study can be adopted by
foreign language learners, teachers, practitioners, and administrators thanks to the
interdisciplinary characteristic of edusemiotics (Semetsky 2017).

Regarding the use of the EduMeme method in language classrooms, this article
suggests alternativemethods for language education froman edusemiotic viewpoint,
focusing on the need for diverse instructional strategies that can be applied effec-
tively in different languages and contexts and at varying educational levels. By using
iconic, indexical, and symbolic signs, along with textual, visual, and auditory tools
embedded in IMs, the method addressed in this study caters to nearly all language
levels (from A1 to C2 in the Common European Framework of Reference for Lan-
guages [CEFR]). For example, teachers can conduct a meme-matching activity with
basic language users (A1–A2) inwhich learners are providedwith a set ofmemes and
target vocabulary items to create simple captions (e.g., an image of a sunny daywith a
caption starter: “Hace…,” which Spanish learners complete choosing the correct
word, “sol”). For independent users (B1–B2), teachers can lead an activity whereby
learners are asked to create a meme storyboard using relevant vocabulary and
narrative structures (e.g., a story about a vacation gone wrong, using memes to
describe each phase – “Non c’è più la mia valigia!” for Italian learners). An example
activity with proficient users could, for example, include a meme news summary
wherein learners summarize a recent news event or a cultural topic (e.g., a meme
about environmental issues using “Die Erde brennt” for German learners).

The suggested method introduced in this study can be used for language
awareness, knowledge, and skills (e.g., grammar, vocabulary, phonological aware-
ness, writing, orthographic control, and speaking), intercultural awareness,
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pragmatic awareness, critical thinking skills, digital literacy, emotional intelligence,
and global awareness. Although not under the same name, the EduMeme method –

an edusemiotic framework for using memes in foreign language education – may
also be exploited in other fields, such as mathematics (Bini et al. 2020), psychology
(Kath et al. 2024), and interpersonal communication (Paul 2020), as well as other
literacies, such as information (Boyle 2022), health (Headley et al. 2022), and visual
literacy (Domínguez-Romero and Bobkina 2021). The interdisciplinary characteristic
of the method makes it distinctive for its applicability to other fields, skills, and
literacies thanks to the broad application of the edusemiotic perspective it has
adopted. In addition, the intertextuality of IMs facilitates the method’s imple-
mentation across diverse foreign language education contexts.

On the whole, by adopting a holistic approach against the backdrop of edu-
semiotics, this article has provided novel, practical techniques for incorporating IMs
into foreign language teaching. The interdisciplinary nature of edusemiotics and the
intertextuality of IMs have lifted the physical, linguistic, and contextual borders,
rendering the EduMeme method’s applicability among manifold language teaching
environments. Although the current study aligned with previous studies tackling the
use of IMs as semiotic cues (Han and Smith 2023; Huang et al. 2024; Kalyuzhna et al.
2023), it differed in scope (e.g., language skills, multiliteracies, and language-related
awareness), focus (e.g., multimodality, edusemiotics, and engagement), purpose (e.g.,
enhance language learning, promote multiple literacies, and foster awareness), and
approach (e.g., memetic analysis, meme creation, and task-based activities).

6 Conclusions

This article examined the potential of IMs as edusemiotic tools for teaching diverse
language skills, awareness, and literacies in foreign language education contexts
(Danesi 2010). It illustrated how IMs as semiotic signs can be employed across various
proficiency levels by characterizing IMs and demonstrating their relevance to lan-
guage learning and teaching. This descriptive analysis aims to broaden our under-
standing of using signs for educational purposes. Future research is encouraged to
explore several key areas: (i) learner and teacher perceptions of implementing the
EduMeme method, (ii) the pedagogical effectiveness of this approach, (iii) the role of
IMs in teaching intercultural communication, (iv) the contribution of themultimodal
nature of IMs to pedagogical benefits, (v) the long-term impact of the method on
language learning outcomes, (vi) the application of this method to teaching other
languages, and (vii) the potential challenges and ethical considerations associated
with using IMs in education.
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