
 

2025 
Volume 5 
Article 64 

https://doi.org/10.20851/ll.v5.64 

 

This work is licensed under CC BY-ND 4.0. To view a copy of this license, visit 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0 

Learning that resonates: The Discourse Force 

Framework for holistic evaluation 

Trixie James1 and Breanna Knight1 

1. CQUniversity, Australia  

 

Educational multimedia is widely used to deliver engaging learning experiences across 
diverse student cohorts. Despite its popularity, existing evaluation frameworks often focus 
narrowly on design or usability, overlooking the broader learner experience. This article 
introduces the Discourse Force Framework, a multidimensional, learner-centred model for 
evaluating educational multimedia. Developed through a literature-based inquiry guided by 
grounded theory principles, the framework adapts the concept of Discourse Force to the 
educational context. Rather than generating domains from empirical data, grounded theory 
was used systematically to review literature, identify gaps, and assess the relevance of 
prior conceptual work. The framework comprises four interconnected domains, Discourse 
Purpose, Cognitive Structure, Emotional Resonance, and Behaviour Impact, which offer a 
holistic lens for understanding how multimedia supports meaning-making, emotional 
engagement, and behavioural change. This inquiry confirms the need for a model that 
integrates cognitive, affective, and behavioural perspectives. To illustrate its practical 
application, the framework was used to evaluate an educational video based on the Hero’s 
Journey narrative, demonstrating how each domain reveals distinct yet interrelated aspects 
of the learner experience. By focusing on learners’ understanding and outcomes, the 
Discourse Force Framework encourages reflective practice and supports the development 
of educational multimedia that is not only informative but also transformative. 
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Introduction 

Educational multimedia has become a dominant mode of knowledge delivery, blending 

entertainment and instruction to engage diverse learners. In post-COVID-19 education, 

reliance on multimodal tools has accelerated, with educators increasingly turning to videos, 

animations, simulations, and interactive platforms to enhance understanding, motivation, and 

collaboration (Abdulrahaman et al., 2020; James et al., 2022). These resources can meet 

varied cognitive and emotional needs, offering dynamic learning opportunities that go beyond 

static, text-based materials (Mayer & Fiorella, 2021). While existing models have significantly 

advanced the design and delivery of educational multimedia, they offer limited insight into the 

retrospective, learner-centred evaluation of how multimedia is experienced and interpreted. 

Existing approaches often focus on functional design, content accuracy, and usability 

(Hadjerrouit, 2010; Leacock & Nesbit, 2007), treating multimedia as a technological product 

rather than a learner experience. Two major theoretical traditions, critical discourse analysis 

(CDA) (Gee, 1990, 1991; van Dijk, 1997) and multimodal discourse theory (Berger, 2016), 

have contributed valuable insights into power structures and authorial intent. However, these 
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frameworks primarily address how meaning is constructed by designers and institutions, 

rather than how it is received and interpreted by learners. As such, they illuminate important 

aspects of discourse but do not focus on resolving the challenge of learner-centred evaluation. 

Cognitive models, such as Mayer’s (2022, 2024) cognitive theory of multimedia learning 

(CTML) and its later affective extensions have improved design principles, but are rarely used 

for retrospective, user-centred evaluation. These models guide how multimedia should be 

constructed to support cognitive processing, rather than how learners experience and respond 

to it after use. Tools such as the Learning Object Review Instrument (LORI) (Leacock & Nesbit, 

2007) provide structured checklists that assess technical quality, usability, and instructional 

design. However, such tools reflect a product-oriented perspective, focusing on whether 

multimedia meets predefined standards rather than exploring how learners interpret, engage 

with, and find meaning in the content. They neglect deeper emotional and behavioural 

dimensions of engagement, which are central to understanding whether multimedia achieves 

its intended educational impact from the learner’s perspective. 

Our work responds to this gap by seeking frameworks that capture the learner’s experience 

more holistically. This led us to develop the Discourse Force Framework, a multidimensional 

model designed to evaluate multimedia from the learner’s perspective. A colleague directed 

us to a historic paper by Brewer and Lichtenstein (1982) who presented the notion of  

Discourse Force. Although not written with educational multimedia in mind, we recognised that 

their conceptualisation of discourse offered a promising foundation for a broader evaluative 

model. Through a grounded theory approach when reviewing educational multimedia 

literature, we compared existing evaluative approaches with Brewer and Lichtenstein’s (1982) 

findings. This comparison revealed both the limitations of current models and the potential of 

developing Discourse Force into a multidimensional framework. Although originally developed 

in the context of story theory, the conceptual breadth of Discourse Force and its 

underutilisation in educational contexts made it a compelling foundation for our work. 

Building on this insight, we developed the Discourse Force Framework to evaluate multimedia 

resources from the learner’s perspective. The framework integrates cognitive, affective, and 

behavioural considerations across four domains: Discourse Purpose, Cognitive Structure, 

Emotional Resonance, and Behavioural Impact, providing a reflective tool for educators to 

examine how multimedia not only delivers knowledge but also shapes meaning-making, 

emotional connection, and behavioural change. Having trialled the model in our own work and 

shared it with colleagues, we have already observed its practical value in guiding the design, 

selection, and evaluation of multimedia resources. 

Research aim 

The aim of this article is to introduce and articulate the Discourse Force Framework, a 

multidimensional, literature-derived model for evaluating educational multimedia from a 

holistic learner-centred perspective. In doing so, we seek to address the limitations of existing 

evaluative tools by offering an approach that foregrounds cognitive, affective, and behavioural 

dimensions of learner engagement. 

Methods 

Grounded theory principles (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967) were employed to guide 

the iterative literature review and framework development. This approach was not used to 

generate theory from raw data, but rather to systematically interrogate existing literature and 

identify conceptual gaps relevant to multimedia evaluation. Searches were conducted across 

Scopus and ERIC through the CQUniversity Library search engine and Google Scholar using 
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terms such as “educational multimedia evaluation”, “cognitive-affective learning”, and 

“technology evaluation”. The review encompassed literature published over the past 20 years, 

with selective inclusion of seminal works foundational to discourse and multimedia theory. 

Inclusion criteria prioritised conceptual models, theoretical analyses and empirical studies that 

addressed cognitive, emotional, or behavioural engagement. Of approximately 40 initially 

identified sources, 23 were retained following full-text review. This iterative process of 

theoretical sampling and constant comparison enabled the identification and validation of the 

four domains of the Discourse Force Framework, ensuring both theoretical grounding and 

contextual relevance. 

Results 

Introducing the framework 

The outcomes of our literature-based inquiry affirmed the need for a multidimensional, learner-

centred model that integrates cognitive, emotional, and behavioural perspectives. Building on 

Brewer and Lichtenstein’s (1982) original notion of Discourse Force and adapting it for 

contemporary educational contexts, we constructed the Discourse Force Framework. This 

framework comprises four interrelated domains which include Discourse Purpose, Cognitive 

Structure, Emotional Resonance, and Behaviour Impact. Each domain offers a distinct 

evaluative lens through which educational multimedia can be examined (Figure 1).  

Figure 1: Discourse Force Framework 

 

 

Together, these domains capture not only whether multimedia aligns with its intended 

pedagogical aims but also how learners interpret, connect with, and act upon the material. 

Educators can use the framework to evaluate whether multimedia fosters emotional 

engagement and encourages behavioural change, such as applying new skills in real-world 

contexts. It also supports the intentional design of multimedia from the outset, ensuring 
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alignment with learning goals. Depending on the material, all domain aspects may be 

addressed or selectively prioritised. 

In the following sections, each domain is presented in detail, demonstrating how it addresses 

gaps in existing evaluation models and contributes to a holistic understanding of multimedia’s 

educational value. 

Domain 1: Discourse Purpose 

A recurring gap in the literature is the absence of evaluative focus on whether multimedia 

achieves its intended educational objectives from the learner’s perspective. Existing tools 

frequently measure clarity, usability, or instructional quality (Hadjerrouit, 2010; Leacock & 

Nesbit, 2007) without systematically examining alignment between design intent and learner 

experience. Research on edutainment (Hussain et al., 2019) and cognitive–affective learning 

(Abdulrahaman et al., 2020) emphasises that intent is only realised when resources motivate, 

inform, and inspire learners in ways that meet pedagogical goals. However, this is rarely 

measured directly and requires post evaluation involving learner interaction and feedback. 

The Discourse Purpose domain addresses this gap by positioning the learner’s interpretations 

and perceived relevance as central to evaluating success. Rather than assuming that design 

objectives automatically translate into impact, this domain foregrounds how learners 

experience and articulate the purpose of multimedia resources. The key question for this 

domain is How effective is the discourse in achieving its intended objectives? 

Domain 2: Cognitive Structure 

Cognitive engagement is addressed unevenly across existing models. While Mayer’s cognitive 

theory of multimedia learning (CTML) (Mayer, 2022, 2024) offers valuable design principles, 

such as reducing cognitive overload and coordinating visual and auditory input, its focus 

remains on resource construction rather than learner interpretation after use. Similarly, 

schema-building strategies, such as narrative flow and thematic coherence (Clark & Mayer, 

2016b, 2016a), are well-documented, but rarely evaluated from the learner’s perspective once 

multimedia is implemented. 

The Cognitive Structure domain directly responds to this gap. It shifts the evaluative lens from 

design features to learner experience, examining how multimedia supports mental 

organisation, connects new and prior knowledge, and fosters deeper meaning-making. Unlike 

existing models, this domain prioritises retrospective insight into how learners cognitively 

engage with discourse—not just how content is delivered. The key question guiding this 

domain is: How does the user interpret, understand and derive meaning from the discourse 

elements? 

Domain 3: Emotional Resonance 

Although affective engagement is increasingly recognised in multimedia research (Liu et al., 

2024; Mayer, 2024; Schneider et al., 2022), it remains peripheral in most evaluation 

frameworks, often treated as an incidental benefit rather than a driver of learning. Yet research 

in emotional design and social presence shows that emotionally engaging content can improve 

retention, deepen motivation, and create a sense of belonging (Atkinson et al., 2005; Lawson 

et al., 2021). 

The Emotional Resonance domain makes emotional impact an explicit evaluative dimension. 

It enables educators to assess whether multimedia evokes empathy, curiosity, interest, or 

positive affect in ways that enhance learning. By reframing emotion from a secondary outcome 

to a central factor, this domain highlights the role of affective engagement in sustaining 

attention, motivation, and long-term learner connection. This domain poses the question; How 
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does the discourse engage learners emotionally to foster a personal connection? 

Domain 4: Behaviour Impact 

Perhaps the most significant gap in the literature is the near-total absence of behaviour 

measures in multimedia evaluation. Transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 2018) and the 

Review, Connect, Extend, Apply framework (Griffin & James, 2024; James, 2015) highlight 

the importance of translating new understanding into action, yet few multimedia frameworks 

assess whether learners apply acquired knowledge or skills in authentic contexts. Studies on 

procedural knowledge transfer (Zakrajsek, 2024) show that behavioural change can be subtle 

but critical to long-term learning outcomes.  

The Behaviour Impact domain incorporates this perspective, evaluating whether multimedia 

fosters shifts in attitudes, motivation, and behaviours both within and beyond the learning 

environment. The key question it poses is How does the discourse influence behaviours, 

attitudes and motivations? 

Case study 

To illustrate the practical application of the Discourse Force Framework, the authors evaluated 

an existing educational video that presented the story of an academic’s undergraduate journey 

from a non-academic background through the gaining of her degree using the Hero’s Journey 

paradigm (Vogler, 2007). This video is available for students who are enrolled in an enabling 

program at an Australian university. Enabling programs are pre-university courses designed 

to prepare students, often from underrepresented or non-traditional backgrounds, for higher 

education by developing their academic skills, confidence, and familiarity with university 

culture (James, 2024; Willans & Seary, 2007, 2009). However, many students enter with low 

self-confidence and limited cultural capital, meaning they need to develop not only academic 

skills but also emotional resilience and a sense of belonging to succeed in undergraduate 

study (Willans & Seary, 2007, 2009). This 7.5 minute video, created in 2017, was designed to 

inspire students in the core academic skills unit, Preparation Skills for University (SKIL40025), 

by showing that others have successfully completed the same academic journey. Students in 

this unit were encouraged to view this video in their second week of study and add a reflective 

response in the unit’s forum. Although the forum posts were not a compulsory activity, the 

stories students shared indicated that the video had made a meaningful impression. This 

provided the authors with an opportunity to evaluate the video’s impact. Ethical clearance was 

subsequently obtained to analyse student reflections posted between Term 1 2018 and Term 

1 2023. Of 7,987 enrolled students, 412 (about 5%) voluntarily contributed to the Hero’s 

Journey forum, offering valuable insights into student engagement with this optional 

multimedia resource. Using a deductive approach guided by Braun and Clarke's (2006) 

thematic analysis, the four domains of the framework: Discourse Purpose, Cognitive Structure, 

Emotional Resonance, and Behaviour Impact, were coded separately. Student comments 

were mapped to each domain’s guiding question, and themes were then established within 

each domain (see Appendix). 

Discussion of findings 

Applying the Discourse Force Framework to the Hero’s Journey video illustrates its utility in 

capturing multifaceted learner experiences. Each domain revealed distinct yet interconnected 

aspects of learning through identifying if it achieved it purpose as an educational tool, 

alongside the cognitive integration, emotional engagement, and behaviour intent experienced 

by the learners.  

However, applying the framework also revealed some challenges. Coding student reflections 
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by domains occasionally proved difficult, particularly when responses overlapped cognitive, 

emotional, and behavioural dimensions. This overlap suggests that while the domains are 

conceptually distinct, learner experience is often fluid and multidimensional. Additionally, 

some domains, such as Emotional Resonance, yielded richer insights than others, highlighting 

the variability in how learners engage with different aspects of multimedia. 

The framework facilitates systematic reflection, helping educators identify both strengths and 

areas for enhancement. Its learner-centred orientation complements existing models like 

CTML and LORI by shifting the focus from design and usability to interpretation and impact. 

Unlike CTML, which emphasises cognitive load during design, or LORI, which provides 

checklist-based evaluation, the Discourse Force Framework foregrounds learner agency and 

meaning-making. It also extends the analytical scope of CDA by incorporating affective and 

behavioural dimensions, offering a more holistic view of how discourse functions in 

educational multimedia. 

Importantly, the richness of the student data demonstrated that evaluative approaches 

grounded in learner experience can reveal how emotional responses shape learning and how 

behavioural changes contribute to learning outcomes. This underscores the value of 

examining multimedia not merely as instructional material, but as an influence on meaning-

making and learner agency. 

Conclusion 

The Discourse Force Framework offers a multidimensional, learner-centred approach to 

evaluating educational multimedia, addressing limitations in existing models that often 

prioritise content accuracy, usability, or design over the holistic learner experience. Application 

of the framework to the Hero’s Journey video demonstrates its capacity to capture cognitive, 

affective, and behavioural dimensions of engagement, providing educators with a structured 

tool to reflect on both intended and emergent outcomes of multimedia resources. Importantly, 

the framework facilitates both retrospective and prospective evaluation. Educators can apply 

the framework retrospectively to assess existing resources or prospectively to inform future 

development, ensuring alignment with pedagogical goals and learner needs. By foregrounding 

learner interpretations and outcomes, the Discourse Force Framework encourages reflective 

practice and supports the creation of multimedia that is not only instructive but transformative. 

Future research could explore the framework’s adaptability across different multimedia 

genres, such as simulations, podcasts, or interactive games, to test its versatility. Additionally, 

applying the framework with larger or more diverse learner cohorts would help validate its 

generalisability and reveal context-specific insights. Developing practitioner-friendly rubrics or 

digital tools based on the framework could further support its integration into everyday 

educational practice, making learner-centred evaluation more accessible and scalable. 
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Appendix 

 

Domain 1: Discourse Purpose 

How effective is the discourse in achieving its intended objectives? 

Main themes Subthemes/key insights 

Inspiration: Connectedness, aspiration, emotion 

Motivation: Self-empowerment, achieving goals, reframing attitudes 

Illustrative findings 

Students described feeling a sense of connection to the experiences portrayed in the video. The 

personal story provided a role models lived experience which helped to build the students 

aspirations for the higher degree pathway.  

Many participants indicated that the video encouraged them to take ownership of their learning, set 

achievable targets, and shift perspectives on their potential to succeed in higher education. 

Emotional engagement was central, with learners reporting feelings of hope, determination, and 

belonging. 

These findings illustrate that this Hero’s Journey educational multimedia successfully conveyed its 

intended purpose through inspiring and motivating learners. 

 

 

Domain 2: Cognitive Structure 

How does the user interpret, understand and derive meaning from the discourse elements? 

Main themes Subthemes/key insights 

Separation: Recognising challenges of leaving familiar contexts  

Initiation: Engaging with transformation and adaptation strategies 

Return: Connecting narrative to personal growth and future actions 

Illustrative findings 

Students’ comments indicated that each act prompted reflection on different aspects of their 

learning journey: 

Separation: Students recognised the challenges of leaving familiar contexts and stepping into 

higher education, reflecting on uncertainties and initial anxieties. 

Initiation: Participants engaged cognitively with the process of transformation, identifying strategies 

for learning and adaptation while navigating obstacles. 

Return: Students connected the narrative to their own potential for achievement and growth, 

consolidating understanding and planning future actions. 

This analysis demonstrates that the Hero’s Journey narrative structure presented in the 

educational multimedia supports schema-building and cognitive integration, helping learners make 

meaning from their experiences in a structured, memorable way. 
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Domain 3: Emotional Resonance 

How does the discourse engage learners emotionally to foster a personal connection? 

Main themes Subthemes/key insights 

Self-transcendent motivation: Experiencing motivation that extended beyond themselves, 

imagining the broader impact of their educational journey 

Vicarious emotional response: Feeling emotionally aligned with the characters in the video 

Affective empathy: Demonstrating empathy through understanding the struggles and 

successes portrayed 

Appreciative empathy: Appreciating lessons and insights in ways that informed personal 

reflection 

Illustrative findings 

These findings emphasise the importance of evaluating emotional engagement, which can deepen 

learning and foster personal connection to educational content. 

The thematic analysis of student reflections revealed that the Hero’s Journey video evoked 

multiple layers of emotional engagement. Students described being motivated beyond themselves 

(self-transcendent motivation), feeling aligned with the characters (vicarious response), and 

empathising with their struggles and successes (affective empathy). They also expressed 

appreciative empathy, connecting the lessons of the narrative to their own personal growth and 

reflection. 

 

 

Domain 4: Behaviour Impact 

How does the discourse influence behaviours, attitudes and motivations? 

Main themes Subthemes/key insights 

Adaptive strategies: Students described developing coping and persistence skills to 

enhance resilience 

Embracing growth: Participants engaged in explorative learning, demonstrating 

openness to new experiences and challenges 

Cultivating effective practices: Students reported applying strategies and habits conducive to 

academic success 

Illustrative findings 

The analysis showed that the Hero’s Journey video encouraged students to translate insights into 

practical actions. They reported developing adaptive strategies to cope with challenges, while also 

embracing growth through openness to exploration and new experiences. In addition, many 

described cultivating effective practices, applying strategies and habits to support their academic 

success. 

 


