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Semiotic systems

A semiotic system is a system of signs and 
symbols that have agreed upon meaning within 
a particular group. The signs or symbols are 
called codes and they are employed according 
to agreed conventions, or accepted ways of 
doing things therefore the codes and 
conventions of a semiotic system serve the 
function of a grammar.

(Cope and Kalantzis 2000, Anstey and Bull 2006) 

First Steps Viewing Map of Development p 9



Australian Curriculum

Semiotic systems in multimodal texts

Codes and conventions of:

• Visual

• Audio

• Gestural

• Spatial

• Linguistic 

Still and moving pictures e.g. colour, vectors, 

viewpoint

Music, sound effects and silence e.g. volume, pitch, 

rhythm

Facial expression and body language. e.g. speed, 

movement, stillness, body position, eye contact

Position, layout and organisation of objects in space 

(physical screen or paper page) e.g. proximity, 

direction, foreground, background

Oral and written language (use of vocabulary and 

grammar) e.g. phrase, verb,                                   

clause, noun, adjective
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Salience 
(spatial semiotic system)

A strategy of 

emphasis, highlighting 

what is important in a 

text. In images, 

salience is created 

through strategies like 

placement of an item in 

the foreground, size 

and contrast in tone or 

colour.

AC:E glossary p 167
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Gaze
(gestural semiotic system)

The directed look of 

either a viewer or a 

represented figure in 

an image. It can 

indicate relationships 

or the relative 

importance of 

something.

FS: Glossary

Year 7

Strand: Language

Sub-strand: Expressing and 

developing ideas

Thread: Visual language

Content description: Analyse 

how point of view is generated 

in visual texts by means of 

choices for example gaze, 

angle and social distance.
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Module 1     Slide 14

Emotive words

Rhetorical 

question

Personal 

pronoun – you

A play on Master 

Chef

A demand from 

the salient 

image, the egg, 

captures our 

attention

Smile – happy

Chef’s hat – a 

status symbol

White background 

and yellow framing  

– the colour of 

eggs, also clean 

and hygienic

The sun and fields 

– healthy and 

idyllic, pastoral, 

relaxing, morning, 

breakfast

Ideal 

Real 
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Recap

• Salient

• Gaze

• Linguistic 

• Colour 

• Ideal 

• Real 
Module 1     Slide 15

Red cross – symbol

of First Aid

Facial expression, 

body language – an 

accident waiting to 

happen

Reading path to the 

boy (the salient 

image) down to the 

children on the 

ground. Vectors –

the cape

Long shot showing 

the children in a 

domestic backyard 

setting. (It could be 

your house)Real

Ideal
What else do I 

need to know?
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Vectors refer to the way the 

viewer’s eye is led through a 

visual image by actual or 

implied lines. They can draw 

the eye to significant 

elements in the image, 

showing relationships or 

assist in the creation of a 

mood or emotion.

Vectors 
(visual semiotic system)



Australian Curriculum

© Western Australian Minister for Education: 2010

Vectors
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Vectors - action lines 

show speed and 

direction
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Calligram

Poem, phrase 

or word in 

which the 

typeface, 

calligraphy or 

handwriting is 

arranged in a 

way that 

creates a visual 

image.
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Gaze is an offer and 

emphasises the important 

(salient) part of the image

Gaze is a demand and 

engages the viewer

Vectors 

show 

movement
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Example of Reading Path
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Framing and Layout

Module 1     Slide 22

Framing is used to connect or 

separate these elements.

The layout of a visual text is the 

way that all of the different 

elements of the text are arranged.
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Shading at the edges of 

the main pictures help  

link the elements into 

one story
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Audio semiotic system

You Tube: Foam city

What sounds do you hear?

How do they contribute to the

➢meaning?

➢mood? https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g9Q9nTuiezo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g9Q9nTuiezo
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Audio semiotic system

Includes:

• Everyday sounds, sound effects, music and 
voice. Codes such as pitch, pace and volume
can modify the literal meaning of the voice and 
provide information about mood and emotion.

• In moving images the audio codes and 
conventions support the meaning being portrayed 
and add realism and interest.

First Steps Viewing Resource Book p 142

These terms are used from 

Year 1 - Listening & speaking 

interactions
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Audio semiotic system

Volume and audibility – loudness, softness 

and quality of sound

Pace – applies to voice, sound effects and 

music and refers to variations in the speed 

of delivery of their sound

file:///F:/ACEday3/Ep11_Games_from_India_-_Med(4).mp4
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What audio would you use?

http://www.myplace.edu.au/teaching_activities/1908/

1/games_from_india.html

News clip 1

News clip 2 Turn off the sound

../../QLD  floods NEWS 1.flv
http://www.myplace.edu.au/teaching_activities/1908/1/games_from_india.html
../../QLD floods News 2.mp4
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Audio semiotic system

Watch the video without any sound.

Predict what sounds might be occurring in 

the video e.g. conversations, background 

music and special sound effects.

Turn off the sound!
My Place

../../My place.mp4
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Viewing Map of 

Development

p148

This sheet is 

on the CD

Handout p 1
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Audio semiotic system

After the video with the sound on:

• Did the audio track complement or detract 

from the images?

• Would the scenes be effective with other 

audio tracks?

• What audio codes did you hear? (volume 

and audibility; pace)
My Place
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Audio only

Predict what is happening using the audio 

semiotic clues only.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mulAi7cno2Y

Awesome

Cover the lens!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mulAi7cno2Y
../../AWESOME!.flv
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A metalanguage and development 

sequence for the codes and conventions 

of the semiotic systems

A3 spreadsheet

First Steps Viewing Map of Development

Anstey and Bull 2011
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Framing
(visual semiotic)

The way in which 

elements in a still or 

moving image are 

arranged to create a 

specific interpretation 

of the whole. Strong 

framing creates a 

sense of enclosure 

around elements while 

weak framing creates a 

sense of openness.
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Sheet 

from CD

Framing
(visual semiotic)

Handout p 5
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Framing
(visual semiotic)

Year 3

Strand: Literature

Sub-strand: Creating 

literature

Content description: Create 

imaginative texts based on 

characters, settings and 

events from a students’ own 

and other cultures using 

visual features, for example 

perspective, distance and 

angle

Handout p 4
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Point of view
(visual semiotic)

Year 3

Strand: Language

Sub-strand: Expressing and 

developing ideas

Thread: Visual language

Content description: Identify 

the effect on audiences of 

techniques, for example shot 

size, vertical camera angle and 

layout in picture books, 

advertisements and film 

segments.

Handout p 6
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Lighting (visual semiotic)

Lighting helps direct the viewer’s attention 
towards an object, action or character and is 
one of the most powerful techniques for 
creating mood.

Viewing Resource Book p 140
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Visual semiotic systems

Discuss the lighting, camera shots and 

angles used in the following images. (Use 

p 3 - 7 of your handout as a reference)

How do they help to develop the 

characters and/or narrative?
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Mid shot, low angle, shadowed

The men look powerful and dangerous.

camera shots, angles, lighting
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Low angle, long shot, daylight 

The building looks tall and imposing but not 
frightening.

camera shots, angles, lighting
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Close-up, high angle, low colour

The dog looks powerless and dependent.

camera shots, angles, lighting
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Mid-shot, high angle, realistic colour in the drawn illustration

The boy seems weak and vulnerable.

camera shots, angles, lighting
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Framing (visual semiotic)

The closer the viewing distance (shot), the 

more personal the relationship of the 

viewer to the image allowing greater 

emotional involvement. 

Viewing angles also determine the way a 

viewer responds.
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Finding resources on You Tube

Filmmaking 

Techniques_1.wmv

Filmmaking Techniques_1.wmv
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Viewing resources on the Department’s portal

‘Lights, camera, action’ series

LCA\index.html

LCA/index.html
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Rules for labelling diagrams

Titles: horizontal

title case

Labels: horizontal

lower case (unless proper nouns)

do not write on top of diagram

Lines: horizontal

ruled

avoid lines going through diagram


