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ABSTRACT

MULTILINGUAL/MULTICULTURAL ASPECTS OF VISUAL LITERACY
AND INTERPRETATION IN MULTIMODAL EDUCATIONAL
COMMUNICATION

M. Kirsten

MA thesis, Department of Linguistics, University of the Western Cape.

In thisthesis | investigate the manner in which learners from different linguistic,
educational and cultural contexts relate to illustrations of people in language
textbooks. Regarding typical illustrations of people found in such multimodal
print texts encountered in secondary school English L2 classrooms, | am
interested in what learners from different cultural groups prefer. In particular, | am
interested in how these learners' preferences correspond with their linguistic
background, reported reading practices, and aspects of their more general visual
literacy skills and experience. In the light of their preferences, | have investigated
how visuals like the ones used in this investigation might facilitate, or hinder,
learners’ access to reading material, given the multilingual and multicultural
settings where such materials are used. Answers to these questions may inform
the production and use of printed material in learner-centred language education,

in the current South African context.

| take an interdisciplinary approach to the investigation, but nevertheless focused
within the field of applied linguistics. The work of Kress and Van Leeuwen
(1996) is taken as amajor point of reference for a semiotic perspective on
communication within a systemic functional framework. Other authors whose
work provide a useful point of reference on visual material for educational use,
are Sless (1981) and Pettersson (1989 and 1998).

| investigate six aspects of the depiction of people about which an illustrator must
make a semiotic choice. | argue that these choices function on an interpersonal



level to establish the relationship between the reader/viewer and the multimodal
educational material. | asked learners of the same age and educational level, but
from different linguistic and social backgrounds about their preferences regarding

these six aspects.

| find that learners from different backgrounds have remarkably similar
preferences regarding most of the six semiotic variables, where there is significant
variation this appears to be related to the different schemata learners bring to the
situation. The major difference between groupsis found on the level of art style
preference. | suggest that this does not have as much to do with the recognition of
visual elements and conventions asit has to do with the interpretation of modality,
and how thisinterpretation fits into different cultural frameworks. | find that
cultural background as marked by language is the main correspondent with
learners’ visual preferences. Within each language group, there appearsto be a
measure of correspondence between some visual preferences and certain reading

practices.

| find that the learners generally regarded these pictures as helpful bridges to
learning. Moreover, learners from the different language groups examined here
shared a number of schemata for the interpretation of visual material, although the
connotations they assigned and their consequent responses differed. In a
multicultural context pictures that focus on these shared experiences would

therefore be the most effective bridges to learning across language barriers.

In conclusion, | find that there are more similarities than differences among the
three language groups and that with greater integration these differences will
continue to diminish. Educators, must however be sensitive to particular context
dependent interpretations of visual material, in order to maximise learner
involvement, and eventually also improved reading and learning, in the education

process.
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CHAPTER 1

Study aims, research questions and hypotheses

1. Study aims

In this research project the aim is to investigate the use of visual imagesin print
texts produced for language teaching and learning. At the heart of the research lies
the question: what would happen if ateacher tried to use the same learning
materials (in terms of the visual mode of representation) for al learners,
regardless of their cultural and linguistic background? This research thus aims to
test the manner in which learners from different cultural contexts relate to selected
visual images in language textbooks prepared for use in secondary schools. More
specifically it aims to gain clarity on how certain visual elements, relevant to the
illustration of people, contribute to encouraging these students to access their
learning material. The aim is eventually to gain insight into the way in which
visuals can be bridges or barriers to reading (and thus also to learning) in learner-

centred language education in a multilingual/multicultural South African context.
2. Research questions

Four research questions have been formulated, using data gathered from senior
secondary school learners, viaa set of questionnaires. The learners were from
three neighbouring schools in the Western Cape. The four questions are:

1. Regarding typical illustrations of people found in multimodal print texts,
such as the textbooks and worksheets |earners may encounter in a
secondary school English L2 classroom, what do learners from different

cultural groups prefer?



2. In particular, how do these learners’ preferences correspond with their
linguistic background, some of their reading practices, and aspects of their
more general visual literacy skills and experience in recognising
conventionalised signs and symbol s?

3. Inthelight of their preferences, how might visuals like the ones used in
thisinvestigation facilitate, or hinder, learners’ access to reading material,
given the multilingual and multicultural settings where such materials will
be used?

4. How can the answers to questions 1-3 above inform the production and
use of printed material in learner-centred language education, in the

current South African context?

3. Hypotheses

My hypotheses are (@) that learners from different cultural groups will have
different preferences regarding the depiction of human subjects, (b) that these
learner preferences will not correspond entirely with what is currently found in
textbooks at their level, and (c) that these preferences will correspond, at least to
some extent, with learners’ reading practices and acquired visual literacy skills

and experience.

4. Wider academic context

Broadly speaking, the investigation is done in the wider field of Applied
Linguistics, particularly focussed in the area of Critical Analysis of Texts, taking
the work of Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) as a major point of reference. This
approach considers language and other forms of communication as forms of social
action and takes a functional approach to communication within a systemic
(semiotic) framework. Within this framework school textbooks are seen as

multimodal, employing both visual and verbal semiotic modes of representation.



5. Basic assumptions

My assumption is that such school textbooks are designed, both visually and
verbally, to be welcoming and attractive to learners, so that they may willingly,
even eagerly, access and engage with the learning material (See chapter 3 for a
more lengthy discussion on the functions of visualsin textbooks). A learner-
centred approach, in particular, will encourage materials designers to maximize
this potential of their design. | also assume that a major component of this
motivational function of textbook design is learner identification with the
materials. In other words, learners must recognise themselvesin, and feel
recognised by what they find in the materials, because this will motivate them to
engage with it.

6. Focus

The focus of thisthesiswill be on the visual mode of representation in multimodal
school textbooks, and specifically on the visual representation of participants, i.e.
pictures of people, and their potential to attract or repel students, even before they
engage with the verbal mode of representation, i.e. the written word. Thus | will
be investigating the potential of such images to function interpersonally as bridges
or barriersto reading.

7. Basic approach

How and whether images may function as bridges or barriersto reading will be
investigated by using self-reported” questionnaire data gathered from secondary
school learners. In using this methodology it is accepted that |earners might find it
difficult to articul ate exactly what aspect of a pictureit is that they find motivating
or demotivating, but that they nevertheless know the difference between a page of

images they like (find motivating) and one they don’t like (find demoativating).

! Learners were asked to report on their own habits and circumstances according to their own
insight and subjective perspective, as opposed to data obtained by outsider observation.



Therefore simple choices of preference in terms of groups of represented
participants will form the basis of the investigation, supported by the respondents

comments on these preferences.

7.1. The role of culture

A socia semiotic approach is taken, where communication is seen as aform of
social action which both creates and is created by the social context of the
participants. It is therefore assumed that learners’ cultural up-bringing, as
identified by the languages they speak, will influence their interaction with the
images encountered in print material. It is expected, as culture is primarily
associated with people, that these cultural frames of reference may operate
particularly strongly when learners are presented with pictures of humans.

7.2. Culture and visual literacy

In terms of semiotics, visual communication is regarded as occurring by means of
a system of motivated, often arbitrary, signsthat rely on social convention for
their meaning (similar to verbal language), although their meaning might rarely be
explicitly articulated verbally. This approach to visual communication makes
room for the notion of visual literacy, which is the acquired skill of “reading” and
understanding visual images. It also provides for the possibility that different
cultures may have different visua literacies, or in other words, that people from
different cultures may not be literate in terms of each other’s visual semiotic
systems. This means that visual imaging is not a*“universal language” which can
be understood by anyone regardless of language or culture. In different social and
cultural contexts the assignment of meanings may differ, or the ability of viewers
from different contexts to interpret the meaning of images may vary. Visua
images are thus not simply “mutually intelligible” among speakers of different
languages. Investigation of pertinent aspects of learners' context of visual literacy,

aswell astheir general verbal literacy (because visual and verbal elements seldom



function in total isolation from each other) has been done for the sake of

determining possible links with preferencesin visual representation.

8. Objectives

When selecting visual material to insert alongside and in between verbal text,
designers and compilers of learning materials most likely rely on their own
socially constructed world views and semiotic systems, which may or may not
coincide with those of learners. The objective of this study isto test learner
responses to a set of semiotic possibilities available to such designers of visual
textual components as they attempt to reach their target audience. By means of
specialy compiled materials, and questionnaires based on these materials, learner
preferences in terms of specific visual elements that reflect or challenge current
visual practice have been investigated. These preferences were related to the
function of images as bridges or barriers to reading and learning, as well asto the

linguistic, cultural and literacy background of the respondents.

9. Thesis structure

In chapter 2 | give a short review of the literature on visual research to show how
the current study fits into the broader field of communication studies. The
literature review is followed by chapter 3 in which the theoretical framework for
the study is built up and explained in the light of reviewed literature authors.
chapter 4 is an explanation of the methodology. After explaining the methodology
used here the data is presented in chapter 5. The chapter begins with data for
establishing a profile in terms of age, gender and language for each of the three
groups of learners. Thisisfollowed by the data obtained in answer to each of the
four research questions. Interpretation and discussion of the dataform part of each
of these sections. In the last chapter | return to the aims and hypotheses of the
study, showing how the aims were met and discussing the hypotheses in the light

of the findings. The chapter touches on the wider relevance and implications of



the study. Finally the research processis evaluated and recommendations are

made for further research.



CHAPTER 2

Literature review

1. Visual communication

Writing and research on visual communication has been done in many fields
including those of art and design, film and photography, computer science,
perceptual psychology, visuals for education, semiotics and critical analysis of
texts. Writers within any one of these fields often draw on work done in others,
thus emphasising interdisciplinarity in the field of visual communication. This
section of the literature review focuses on the core works | referred to on work
donein the fields of perceptua psychology (Hagen and Jones, 1978; Duncan et
al., 1973), visuals for education and information (Sless, 1981; Van Aswegen and
Steyn, 1987; Pettersson, 1989, 1998), and critical analysis of texts (Kressand Van
Leeuwen, 1996).

A magjor concern for researchers of visual communication from the fields of
psychology and information design, has been the role of the readers/viewers? of
visual communication, particularly in terms of their ability to understand what is
being communicated (Hagen and Jones, 1978); in other words, their ability to
receive or decode the message as intended by the sender. A more recent
development is a concern with readers’ /viewers' roles as active makers of
meaning (Fiske, 1989; Pettersson, 1989; Sless, 1981). Thisis a concern with what
it isthat viewers bring to the communicative situation, and how what they bring

influences or contributes to the message.

2 Therole of the reader in the interpretation of texts has been investigated and elaborated
theoretically by scholars such as Iser (1974) and Jauss (1982) (Reception Theory), and Fish (1980)
(Reader Response-Theory) (Anthonissen, 2001). These theories focus on the interpretation of
literature and as such falls outside the scope of the current research.



From a perceptual perspective, Hagen and Jones (1978) review early research
which cover aspects of particularly pictorial perception in urbanised and
industrialised cultures with which learners/readers from non-urban/industrialised
cultures might have difficulty. The reviewed aspects include full colour, texture,
black-and-white, edge information (outlines) and pictorial depth. Duncan et al’s
(1973) study on South African primary school children from different cultural
backgrounds is among those reviewed by these authors. Duncan et al’s (1973)
working hypothesisis that certain perceptual habits are determined to a
considerable extent by environmental (*“ecological”) factors, and therefore,
because different cultures live in different environments, such perceptual habits
are culturally discrete. One of the visual elements studied in their investigation is
relevant to my study, namely art style preference in the depiction of human
figures. They tested which picture learners preferred from among a stick figure, a
cartoon, a silhouette and a realistic drawing of a boy interacting with a dog. More
on art style later in chapter 4. The objective of Duncan et al’s (1973) study asa
whole was to be able to develop a“remedial” programme for teaching
conventions of “Western”® visual perception to “unacculturated” groups.

Another South African study, done by Van Aswegen and Steyn (1987), concerns
itself with the ability to correctly perceive images. More specifically, their main
concern is that the educational message contained in the visual representation to
be used on a national basis, should be understood by the various communities,
particularly those in rural areas. They tested to alimited extent whether images
would be acceptable (pleasing) to these communities. Their aim was to determine

to what extent certain factors, such as culture’, picture colour, realism (an aspect

® These authors do not explicitly define the notions “Western” and “unacculturated”, but their
primary classification of the different groups investigated are along the lines of race and
urbanisation.

“ No definition of culture is given. They distinguish between a“traditional” culture, specifically
the Swazi culture, and a“Western orientation”. Culture for the current study is primarily defined in
terms of shared traditions, values and belief systems; yet racial classification also playsarole, as,
despite major social change, cultures are still largely segregated in racial terms. This study is not
an attempt to perpetuate racial difference, but an honest look at current realities. It is hoped that
this study will contribute to mutual understanding and effective communication, serving to
facilitate integration, co-operation and empowerment. Language will be regarded as a major
marker of culture (cf chapter 5).



of art style) and language (captions) played arole in the interpretation of messages
by rural blacks.

Van Aswegen and Steyn’s (1987) research is a progression from the work done by
Duncan et al. (1973), whose work employed images that were for the most part
alone-standing and disconnected from each other. Duncan et al’s (1973) focusis
not on the informative content, or the educational meaning conveyed by images,
but on representational conventions that would make the represented reality
recognisable to the viewer, or not. In addition to their investigation of art style
preference they asked questions about aspects of perception like learner’ s ability
to interpret depth cues and foreshortening. Van Aswegen and Steyn (1987) are
interested in learners’ ability to recognise objects, but they mainly focus on the
effectiveness of pictures that combine various objects in meaningful relation to
each other, in conveying a specific educational message like “clean your teeth
regularly”. To avery limited extent, they investigated the combination of images
and verbal text (captions) for successful communication, thus giving a multimodal

facet to their work.

Further literature on still visual images® as meaningful texts® and images used in
conjunction with verbal text (multimodal texts) in education focuses on the
instructional value and application of images (Piro, 2002; Pettersson, 1998 and
1989; Sless, 1981; Saunders, 1974) and/or its ideological impact in terms of e.g.
power relations and socia action (Zammit, 1998; Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996),
and gender (Roethler, 1998; Smith, 1995). For the current research the works of
Sless (1981), Pettersson (1989; 1998) and Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) form

the core literature.

> The study of film and moving images combined with sound, as multimodal texts, falls outside the
scope of this study and the literature reviewed here.

® Brown and Y ule (1983: 6) broadly define text as the “verbal record of acommunicative act”. By
extension avisual “text” would then be the visual “record of a communicative act”. Brown and
Yule (1983: 24) take a “discourse-as-process’ view. In this view, that which appearsin the
“textual record of adiscourse” is considered “to be an attempt by a producer ... to communicate
his messageto arecipient...” (Brown and Y ule, 1983: 24). This approach to texts takes into
account the dynamic communicative function of texts, and as such, is interested in the making of
meaning by both the producers and the receivers of amessage. A similar view is taken by the
authors mentioned here, and for the purposes of this study.



All of these authors (Kress and Van Leeuwen 1996; Pettersson, 1989; Sless, 1981)
are interested in visuals for education, although Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996)
also work with photography, art and visuals in commercial media such as
newspapers and advertisements, and Pettersson’ s (1989) focus on visuals for
information is not limited to an educational context. All of these authors have
observed the technological advances over the past decades, which have made
possible the production and reproduction of visual material of high quality inan
unprecedented way. They argue that the resultant proliferation of images and
visual material necessitates increasing awareness of all that visual communication
entails. Furthermore they all recognise the important role of the viewer in visual
communication. They agree that the viewer is not only a passive recipient of
images produced by artists, graphic designers and other experts, but that sheisan
active participant in the communication process. Viewers bring with them
schemata (Sless, 1981), various factors such as current cultural and social status,
time and stage of development (Pettersson, 1989) and a“grammar” for
interpreting visual design (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996). These concepts are
elaborated in chapter 3.

Sless (1981: 15) writes at atime when there is as yet not a“body of knowledge
sufficiently well organised into a discipline which could be described as the
subject of visual communication”. He draws on research in psychology,
philosophy, semiotics, cultural analyses, education and media studies. Apart from
the notion of schemata, which is discussed in chapter 3 of thisthesis, Sless (1981)
makes two other important points about visual communication. The first is that
the relationship between the producer of the image and the audience for whom it
isintended, is one of inference. The producer presumes certain things about the
audience without necessarily knowing them, while the audience infers certain
things about the author’, on the basis of the schema activated by the visual

" This notion of an inferred author/audience relates closely with the notions of “implied” and
“real” reader/author as discussed by Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996). They base their discussion
mainly on work donein the field of literary theory by Booth (1961), Chatman (1978) and
Rimmon-Kenan (1983).

10



message. The second point Sless (1981) makes is that perceptual skillsare
learned, not innate. Despite this, he says, very littleis done to formally teach these
skills, meaning that the perceptual skills learners bring to the education situation,
are acquired elsewhere, outside of the classroom and often unconsciously, as part
of the popular culture in which they grow up. He is concerned that the cognitive
skillsrequired for successful learning with visuals, are not acquired in a popular
culture where pictures (particularly photographs) serve no greater function than to

draw attention briefly.

Pettersson’s (1989) work is more technical in nature, giving many specifics about
the most effective visual presentation techniques, giving detailed explanations of
various aspects of pictorial perception and representation and the effective
combination of visual and verbal text. The functionality of visuals for bringing
across information is the main focus for this book. The various functions of
visuals with text are also the main focus for alater article (Pettersson, 1998).
These functions and some communication models presented by Pettersson (1989)
informed the current research. A more detailed discussion follows in chapter 3.

Another relevant text touches on the subject of the low value learners may place
on textbook pictures. It isashort article by Buehl (2001), based on a chapter by
Ogle (2000). The article briefly states the need for getting learners to give visuals
more than just a cursory glance. It makes some suggestions for teaching and

encouraging learners to make better use of the picturesin their textbooks.

Kress and Van Leeuwen’ s book, Reading Images: A grammar of visual design
(1996) is the core work for linguistically analysing visual material as aform of
social action, comparable to the use of language as aform of social action. Later
work, such as Zammit’'s (1998) analysis of CD-Rom materials, use the tools
provided in Kress and Van Leeuwen’s book to show how visuals make socia and
ideological meaning within a critical discourse analysis framework. Kress and
Van Leeuwen contextualise their proposed grammar of visual design within

Western conventions of image representation and cultural production. In some

11



cases they contrast these imaging conventions with those of other cultures. They
adopt Halliday’ s theoretical notion of the “metafunctions” of communication as
the framework within which to describe the “grammar of visual design”, thus
providing analytical toolsfor the “grammatical” analysis of images. In terms of a
linguistic and social semiotic perspective on visual representation, Kress and Van
Leeuwen’swork is also the core text for this thesis. Some aspects of the analytical
tools provided by them were used to inform the design of the test materials. Some

of these aspects were used to a limited extent in the analysis of the data.

In terms of the linguistic nature of visual communication Pettersson (1989: 127)
makes a direct comparison between visuals and language, calling visual
communication “visual language’. He lists the characteristics of verbal language
for comparison with the characteristics of visual language.

Sless (1981) first mentions a link between language and visual communication
when he points out that reading written language is indeed a highly sophisticated
visual skill. However, he explicitly distances himself from using language as“a
paradigm for all other forms of communication” (Sless. 1981: 65). He asserts that
thereisno logical reason for the presumption that there exists a“widely shared
and uniformly applied [visual] code” (Sless, 1981: 66). He says that the meaning
of animage is solely dependent on the schemata (previous experience) of the
viewer (which may be the same as that of the image producer, or may not), and
not on any shared visual code, or “visual language”, asis suggested by Kress and
Van Leeuwen (1996). The fact that people in general, or learnersin particular,
may receive similar messages from the same picture thusis aresult of shared
cultural experience, resulting in shared schemata for interpretation, and not

because they use a mutually intelligible visual code.

Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) indicate that it is exactly this cultural nature of
meaning, the fact that meaning has a social base, that gives visual communication
its“linguistic” nature. Visual representation and interpretation may arise from the

mind of the individual, but through the interests and power relations within a

12



given society some of these representations and interpretations become
conventionalised as a shared system for communication. Kress and Van Leeuwen
(1996) state that “the visual component of a [multimodal] text is an independently
organised and structured message”. They do not impose the structure and
organisation of language on images, but use work donein linguistics, particularly
in functional linguistics, to help in the description of visual communication as a
system of meaning (or “code”) which exists independent of language. Visual
communication within a particular culture realises the same cultural meanings that
language does, but it does so differently, and independently from language (Kress

and Van Leeuwen, 1996). Thisis the stance taken for the current research.

2. Linguistics, semiotics and discourse analysis

As mentioned before, the linguistic theory upon which Kress and Van Leeuwen
base their “grammar of visual design” is systemic functional linguistics. Two texts
consulted for insight into this theoretical framework were Eggins (1994) and Butt
et al. (2000). These are both textbooks introducing functional grammar®. The
relevant theoretical aspects drawn from them are discussed in more detail in
chapter 3. In summary Eggins (1994) provided the working definitions for the
following notions: language as a semiotic system, the metafunctions of language,
genre as context of culture and schematic structure for recognising genre (context
of culture), the realisation of interpersona meanings and how these meanings link
with “tenor” as a variable of context of situation (register). Butt et al. (2000)

provided explanations of the three metafunctions of language.

As mentioned above, Eggins (1994) provided a clear explanation of language as a
semiotic system. Her explanation of semiotic choice was particularly useful. Kress
and Van Leeuwen (1996) justify the view that visual communication isasemiotic
system, and more specifically, asocial semiotic system for encoding meaning as a

form of social action. Sless (1981) and Pettersson (1989) also discuss visual

8 These secondary sources explain the theory of functional grammar as developed and elaborated
by Halliday (1976, 1985), Halliday and Hasan (1985) and Martin (1992) and others.
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communication in relation to semiotics, their focus being more on semiotics as
“the study of signs’ (Sless, 1981: 186), than the study of a system of choices for
realising complex experiential, interpersonal and textual meanings. Two other
relevant textsin the field of semiotics offering asimilar treatment of images as
signs, focussing particularly on film and photography, are Peters (1977) and
Fourie (1983). Both texts provided background reading on semiotics, and Peters
(1977) contributed to insight into the theoretical framework employed by Van
Aswegen and Steyn (1987).

To gain further insight into the notion of schemata, on which Sless (1981) relies, |
investigated the use of this notion in various discourse analytic texts that work
with this concept. In terms of the theoretical notion of schemata as a cognitive
construct for the interpretation of verbal messages, Brown and Y ule (1983) and
Van Dijk and Kintsch (1983) were important resources. The use of picturesto
induce schemata for reading is found in a study by Hudson (1982), who
successfully used pictures as a pre-reading exercise to improve L2 English reading
comprehension. Eggins (1994) explains schematic structure specifically in relation

to genre.

An important informative resource on genre, was Bakhtin (1999)°. Thisisa
theoretical discussion and defence of the notion of genre in speech. Bakhtin
(1999: 126) assertsthat “al our utterances have definite and relatively stable
typical forms of the construction of the whole” (emphasisin original). “Genre” is
the technical term used for these typical forms of the construction of the
communicative whole. In chapter 3, | show how both the notions of schema and

genre fit into the theoretical framework for the current study.

3. Research methodology and preference theory

Two useful resources on qualitative and quantitative approaches to social

research, and the combination of the two were Punch (1998) and Cresswell

® For more on the philosophy of speech genres see Bakhtin (1986).
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(1998). De Wet (2001) provided an example for dealing with data where
respondents were asked to rank options.

Preference testsin visual communication are mentioned by Pettersson (1989) and
used by Duncan et al. (1973). As part of an interdisciplinary approach to visual
communication, Grantham and Gordon’s (1986) explanation of preference and
how it relates to successful interaction within a psychotherapeutic environment,
was found useful for the current study. Their definition of preference and a brief
explanation of how preferences can be used to gain some insight into the schemata
learners use when interacting with visual material, is given towards the end of

chapter 3.

In the next chapter the theoretical framework, which relies on the core literature
discussed above, is explicated. Linguistically the research has been approached
from afunctional perspective for which | refer primarily to Eggins (1994). In
terms of schemata for visual communication and the functions of visual
communication, | refer mostly to Sless (1981. The communication modelsin
Pettersson (1989) as well as his explanations and lists of functions of visualsin
multimodal communication (Pettersson, 1989; 1998) are important. For the
application of linguistic principles to visual communication and the functional
analysis of images Kress and Van Leeuwen’s (1996) work is central.
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CHAPTER 3

Theoretical framework

1. Linguistic perspective

As stated in chapter 1, thisinvestigation is done in the wider field of applied
linguistics and is particularly focused in the area of critical analysis of texts.
Theoretically the investigation has been approached from a systemic functional
perspective, using specifically those aspects of the theory that are pertinent to
visual texts and discourses. This perspective shares an interest in the impact of
social and cultural context on language use (Eggins, 1994) with perspectives taken
in fields such as sociolinguistics and discourse analysis. As a semiotic perspective
it has common ground with perspectivesin fields that take an interest in the
interaction of socia structures and ideology, such as critical discourse analysis
(Eggins, 1994).

The first important thing about a systemic functional approach isthat itis
concerned with semiotic systems. Secondly, it is concerned with the
“metafunctions’ of language about which more will be said in point 4.2 of this
chapter. Semiotic systems allow the user to construct meaning by choosing the
most apt signs and combinations of signs from among various discrete
representational options. These choices are always made within a specific cultural
and situational context, and each semiotic choice acquires its meaning against the
background of the other choices available within the given context (Eggins, 1994).
An example of asimple semiotic system isthe use of three colours for traffic
lights. The colours red, amber and green represent afinite set of discrete options
from which to choose. Each colour encodes a specific meaning which has been
assigned to it arbitrarily through social convention (Eggins, 1994). Languageisa

semiotic system “because it involves sets of meaningful choices or oppositions’

16



(Eggins, 1994 16). Systemic functional linguistics offers “both a theory about
language as a social process and an analytical methodology which permits the
detailed and systematic description of language patterns’ (emphasisin original)
(Eggins, 1994: 23). Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) show how a systemic
functional approach can be applied to visual communication.

One of the first points Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) make is that grammatical
forms, including what they call the “grammar of visual design”, must be seen as
“resources for encoding interpretations of experience and forms of social
(inter)action” (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996: 1). They show how the same
experiential meaning can be encoded differently using different grammatical
formsin language, and that the same is true for the “grammar of visual design”.
However, they are not suggesting that visual design works exactly like language,
asif the two semiotic systems were structurally very similar and on that basis
comparable. No, they make it clear that although both modes of representation are
used to realize meaning, and athough there are areas of overlap where the same
meaning may be realized both linguistically and visually, there are also meanings
that can only be realized through language, or only through images. Also, even
when the same meaning is expressed visually and verbally, how it is done will be
different in each case. Where language as a semiotic system may allow, for
instance, for choices among word classes and semantic structures, visual choices
may be, for example, be made from among colours and compositional structures

(Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996).

2. Visual literacy

The fact that Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) are able to construct a“grammar of
visual design” shows that visual meaning is made through visual convention
(within aparticular cultural context, in Kress and Van Leeuwen’s case a globally

disseminated “Western'® culture). And according to Kress and Van Leeuwen

19 The term “Western” in describing culture is problematic in the context of the current study. It is
difficult to define what “Western” cultureis. It cannot be defined in terms of industriaisation and
urbanisation as done in Hagen and Jones (1978). For this study “Western” culture will refer to the
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(1996) it is becoming increasingly imperative to know these conventions, and thus
to acquire a culturally specific “visualy literacy” in order to functionin a
particular society. Thisview isarecently developed one in the consideration of
communication across cultural and linguistic boundaries by means of visua

images.

In the past, according to Hagen and Jones (1978), pictures were seen as away to
overcome the communication problems encountered with verbal illiteracy and
cross-cultural communication where people (often cultural minority groups) did
not share the majority written or spoken code sufficiently for effective
communication. The “unspoken assumption” about visual codes was that “specific
experience was not a prerequisite to understanding them since it was commonly
held that a picture was indeed worth at least a thousand words” (Hagen and Jones,
1978: 171). However, this view was not always supported by practical experience,
so that researchers began to study more intensely what it was that caused the
communication failures they were encountering. They tried to isolate possible
causes for these failures, such as insufficient Western schooling. They studied
how non-urban, non-industrialised cultures perceived certain representational
elements, like colour and depth cues, differently from people in urban and
industrialised Western cultures (Hagen and Jones, 1978).

The currently favoured view is that understanding visual communication not only
involves perceptual skill, but also requires experience and knowledge of certain
cultural conventions of representation. Throughout mainstream Westernised
society there seemsto be an increasing interest in visual communication stemming
from the proliferation of images made possible by modern film, video, printing
and computer technology, and by the dissemination of visual messages across
national, cultural and linguistic boundaries. This increases the need for being
visualy literate and for understanding visual literacy.

culture mainly of the English-speaking world, which is being globally disseminated via the mass
media and entertainment industries. This seems to be what Kress and VVan Leeuwen (1996) havein
mind.
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Visual literacy asthe ability to correctly interpret a visual messageis not the
major focus of the current study. What | have investigated is whether thereisa
difference in the acceptability or preferability of some representational
conventions among different cultural groups, even though they are all regularly
exposed to and take part in what may be called popular “Western” visual culture.
Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) allow for the likelihood of there being regional
“dialects’ and “inflections’ within Western visual design, and they expect that
elsewhere in the world where Western communication is exerting increasing
power over more traditional forms, there may be transitional forms of visual
design, when different traditions meet and become integrated. It seems likely that
in South Africa, as a country where aglobal “Western” culture is exerting
pressure on traditional indigenous cultures on many fronts, and particularly in the
mass media, such transitional visual communication systems may be found. This

research tentatively explores such visual communication systems in South Africa.

3. Factors that influence receiver perception

My investigation will assume a close link between visual representation and
context, with particular focus on context of culture and how context of culture
may impact on a viewer-reader’ s response to visual representation within a
multimodal text. The model of communication | will keep in mind throughout the
investigation is one that does not see the viewer-reader as a passive receiver of a
message intentionally structured by a sender. | will take the view of Bakhtin
(1999) and of others (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996; Pettersson, 1989; Sless,
1981), that the “receiver” plays an active part in the communicative process and
that what s/he brings to the communicative situation affects the message directly

or indirectly.

3.1. Field of experience

What it isthat the viewer-reader brings to the communicative situation is

described differently by different authors. Pettersson (1989) presents a
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communication model which was adapted by Schramm from a model originally
proposed by Shannon and Weaver (Pettersson, 1989: 3). It shows that both
“sender/encoder” and “receiver/decoder” function within their own “field of
experience”. For successful communication, according to this model, there must
be an overlap between the two fields of experience. Pettersson (1989) writes that
designers of visuals for information often design with their peersin mind, rather
than the users of the material. The natural overlap between the fields of
experience of peersislikely to be big, but designers who really want to reach their
target audience should find out about their audience’ sfield(s) of experience. This
is especially necessary when age, gender, cultural or other differences diminish
the natural overlap. In his book Pettersson (1989) explains some of the cognitive
processes involved in the process of reading/listening to any code, including
language, music and pictures. He makesiit clear that this is exhausting work,
therefore material should be designed for maximum interest. This means materials
must be as attractive and relevant as possible, so that engagement at the highest
possible cognitive level is encouraged. In my view attractiveness and relevance
are likely to be substantially influenced by cultural/social and personal fields of

experience.

3.2. Time and stage of development, cultural and social status

Pettersson’s (1989) own model is more complex than Schramm’s. He names
various factors which may influence the receiver’ s perception at any given time.
Relevant to the current study are the factors “time and stage of (the receiver’s)
development” and “current cultural and social status’ (Pettersson, 1989: 3).
Pettersson (1989: 4) explains that these factors, in combination with others such
as mood and experience, give riseto a*“single holistic impression”, which is never
the same twice. However, despite this complex variability of perception, he works
from the assumption that various “ picture variables” may consistently be designed

to optimise perception and interpretation (Pettersson, 1989).
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3.3. Schemata

Sless (1981) uses the notion of “schematism”, more familiarly used in the field of
discourse analysis (Brown and Y ule, 1983; Van Dijk and Kintsch, 1983), to
explain the idea that the ability to interpret visualsis related to prior visual
experience. “ Schematism” for him refers to the process of organizing experience,
so that any previous experience may become the “schema’ or “frame” according
to which an audience interprets any new information. For Sless (1981) the schema
for interpreting new visual information is specifically compiled from prior visual
experience. He says that when it comes to being able to “read” an image “the
schemais the framework which enables us to select which fragments are to be
pieced together and which are to be ignored” and that “ once the schemais
established it is remarkably stable, so much so that it isdifficult if not impossible
to look at the picture in the way we did before the schema was formed” (Sless,
1981: 20). Thusvisua literacy can be explained as the skill of interpreting visual
Images based on prior visual experience with similar images.

Within the field of discourse analysis mental schemata are seen as mental entities
constructed from all kinds of general or specific background knowledge and
experience, including worldview and cultural preferences and expectations. Such
entities may have an impact on communication. A schema, according to Van Dijk
and Kintsch (1983) is “a knowledge structure which ties together information in
memory” (p. 307). It isavery broad term encompassing all of a communicative

participant’s prior knowledge.

Relevant to the current study and in relation to multimodal texts, schemata can be
seen as functioning on two levels. Firstly, as Sless (1981) asserts (see above), a
person’svisua schema plays an important role in the interpretation of the visual
information encountered in a multimodal text. Secondly, the visual images
themselves form part of the schema learners may use for interpreting the verbal
text accompanied by the images (Hudson, 1982, see 4.1 below). Images may
therefore draw on aswell as “induce” schemata for interpretation. A complex
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interplay of schemata, images and verbal text may thus develop. The current study
isnot adetailed analysis of thisinterplay and its complexity, but it may give some

indication of aspects which may be interesting for future study.

Within afunctional linguistic framework there exists the notion of “ schematic
structure” (Eggins, 1994). Schematic structure is the “ common staging
organisation” by which a particular linguistic genre (see 3.4 below) may be
recognised (Eggins, 1994: 34). The notion of schema s thus narrowed down to
referring to the “ step-by-step organisation of the genre”, similar to arecipe
(Eggins, 1994 36). For the current study the broader notion of schemata, asitis
used by Sless (1981) and in the field of discourse analysis, is employed.

3.4. Genre

Eggins (1994) explains the notion of genre in systemic functional grammar as the
“overall function of atext” within a specific culture. Genreis also called the
“context of culture” (Eggins, 1994 25). According to Eggins (1994) systemic
functional linguistics very closely links language and context, and this
interrelationship is expressed in the fact that we can deduce context from the
language that is used. Conversely, the relationship between language and context
predicts what form of language will be used in a given context. Bakhtin (1999)
finds that all speech is generic. Generic communication as he understands it
always involvestypical situations where typical kinds of expression around
typical themes may be found. Our ability to communicate then involves
knowledge of the typical constructs, or genres which form part of our culture.

Applied to visual communication one might say that certain types of images may
be used typically within certain visual genres, such as visuals for education, and
that these genres may be deduced from typical pictures. Which type of picture
typically to expect may be predicted according to the specific context whereit is
to be used. Specific types of images may thus be expected for specific purposes,
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and therefore be appropriate in a given situation within a given cultural context, or

inappropriate for the expected purposes within another context.

In the current study the concept of schemata, as used by Sless (1981) and within
discourse analysis, and the concept of genre, as explained by Eggins (1994), are
both useful. In general, these two concepts do not co-occur within the literature,
but for the purposes of this study they are combined. Knowledge of the generic
requirements for communication is seen as being an aspect of communicative

participants’ schemata for communication.

3.5. Interest and socio-cultural context

The “model” of communication on which Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) base
their work differs from previous models of communication (particularly the type
discussed by Pettersson, 1989) in that the elements of communication, namely
sender, message, receiver and all the factors influencing perception and
interpretation are no longer essentially seen as separate entities that work together
to complete the communicative process. For these authors the message is no
longer just an encoded version of an already formed vision of reality, but it is part
of the encoder’ s process of making sense of the world, i.e. of what he will come to
accept asreality. Reality, message, and sender are therefore not isolated notions.

Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996: 7) see images as signsthat are “motivated
conjunctions of signifiers (forms) and signifieds (meanings)”. This motivation
drives the process of representation, which they see as a double metaphoric
process of analogy™* guided by interest. This means that, when creating asign,
sign-makers choose those aspects of reality which most interest them. A child
who finds the wheels of a car most interesting chooses circles (as representative of
wheels) to create asign for the concept “car” (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996).

! Kressand Van Leeuwen (1996: 7) give the following example of the double metaphoric process:
“*acaris(most like) wheels' [first metaphor] and ‘wheels are (most like) circles’ [second
metaphor]”, thus the child, who is the representative sign-maker, draws a collection of circles and
callsit “car”.
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Thusindividual sign-makers select what they see as the “ criterial aspects of the
object” and which they regard as most “apt for the expression of their meaning”
(Kressand Van Leeuwen, 1996: 6,7) to create asign. Interest in some aspects of
reality rather than others arises out of the “cultural social and psychological
history of the sign-maker, and [is] focused by the specific context in which the
signis produced” (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996: 6). Which of the many signs
(visual metaphors) created by different sign-makers become conventional is

governed by social and power relations.

It seemsto follow logically from this explanation that, if the sign-maker’s
production of asign is governed by interest, so would the viewer’ s interpretation
of the sign be governed by interest. When the reader/viewer of the sign and the
sign-maker do not share a sufficient amount of interest as governed by their social
contexts, miscommunication may follow, similarly to when schemata or fields of
experience do not overlap. Where appropriate, the notion of interest will be used

in the analysis of the current data.

4. Functions of visuals in multimodal educational texts

We now come to the point where we consider more specifically aframework for
looking at the interaction between verbal and visual text in multimodal printed
material, i.e. the interaction between pictures and writing. Thisis necessary for
answering research questions 3 and 4 relating to the function and use of
illustrations as bridges or barriers to reading and learning within a

multilingual/multicultural context.

My aim thus far has been to construct a framework for looking at visual
interpretation as guided by cultural schemata, knowledge of cultural context and
interest that arise from social interaction. | have shown that there are various ways
of describing the necessity for common ground between sender and receiver, if
communication is to be successful. For multimodal communication to be

successful there must be common ground between sender and receiver in terms of
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all the modes of representation. The advantage of multimodal communication is
that one mode may be used to create common ground to increase understanding
and appreciation of another mode. Illustrations, in the current case, may therefore

help learners to gain access to written messages™.

4.1. Cognitive and affective functions

In terms of the role of illustrations as bridges to reading, there is an interesting
study by Hudson (1982). This study was not primarily about the interaction
between image and text as such, but it was found useful as visuals were used as a
pre-reading exercise for inducing schemata towards the improvement of L2
reading comprehension. According to the schemata theory of L1 learning through
reading, readers use their prior knowledge and experience of the world (their
schemata) to predict and process the meaning of what they read. This knowledge
and the results of the meaning making process may either hinder or facilitate
comprehension. The study found that pictures can effectively be used to induce
schematain aid of the L2 reading process. Particularly readers at the beginners
and intermediate levels of L2 proficiency benefited more from the visual pre-
reading exercises than from the inductive vocabulary and reading exercises. This
shows one way in which pictures function as bridges to reading and therefore to

learning.

According to Sless (1981) pictures, particularly in children’s books, may play a
supportive, confirmatory, decorative, or narrative role. Based on work done by
Duchastel (1978), Sless (1981: 106) names three purposes for which illustrations
may be used: “attentional”, “explicative” and “retentional”. In other words, a
picture may be used to draw learners’ attention and to interest him in the text, to
aid understanding through explanation or additional information, and to help them
remember the work.

12 verbal text may also help learners to gain access to visual messages, but the focus for this study will be on
therole of illustrationsin providing access to written communication.
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Pettersson (1989) lists the following functions of pictures: attentional, cognitive
(aiding comprehension and memory), affective, compensatory (particularly for
poor readers), social, and decorative. In alater paper’® (1998) he lists many more

functions for still pictures'®. Among them are the following:

association with symbols and lifestyles

breaking up longer blocks of text, making the pages more appealing
changing a viewer’s attitude

contributing to curiosity

encouraging the expression and clarification of opinions

enhancing enjoyment

establishing mood

glorifying an individual or a group

impacting emotions

increasing learner interest, motivation, curiosity, and concentration
making reading more enjoyable

spanning linguistic barriers

summarizing textual information

For motion pictures Pettersson (1998: 4) provides, among others, the following

functions, which in my view may also apply to many still pictures:

Pictures are “ affective’, entertain viewers and reinforce positive or
negative experience.

They “trigger associations”.

They “influence emotions and attitudes’.

3 His list was gleaned from papers by various writers such as Duchastel (1978), Levin et al. (1987) and
Fredette (1994), as well as his own work (Pettersson 1989, 1993).

¥ This is the term used by Pettersson (1998) to refer to pictures that do not move or form part of
multimedia presentations.
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In the discussion following the lists of functions, Pettersson (1998) points out that
opinions pointing towards the attentional function of visuals are most common™.
This echoes Sless's (1981) observation that there exists a culture of using pictures
mainly for the attraction of attention, no more. The attentional function may be
important for creating the first bridge to reading, because it gets readers to look at
the material and handle it (Pettersson, 1998), but the affective functions are never
far off. AsKress and Van Leeuwen (1996: 40) hypothesise in relation to visual
communication, “affective aspects of human behaviour and being are not discreet
from other cognitive activity, and therefore never separate from representational

and communicative behaviour” .

Regardless of the perceived functions and roles of pictures in textbooks, as
mentioned above, Sless (1981), Buehl (2001), Pettersson (1998) points out that
readers often do not pay much attention to the pictures, but that they ignore the
pictures and skip to the verbal text. Some of the reasons for this behaviour may be
that readers come from a culture where visuals are treated superficialy as no more
than attentional (Sless, 1981), or that learners are pressured for time and therefore
pass over pictures they deem asirrelevant to the task at hand or find difficult to
interpret (Buehl, 2001).

If readers sometimes treat the pictures that accompany text as unimportant, one
wonders whether publishers and picture editors do not do the same. Pettersson
(1989 and 1998) discusses this at some length, providing insight into the practices
of picture publishers and editors. Pettersson (1989: 144, 1998: 6) says that there
are those in publishing who “admit” that pictures are sometimes only used to
“stimulate the reader”, to “have alife of their own” or to provide “ breathing
space’, thus fulfilling a rather superficial purpose, as opposed to being
informative or purposefully educational™®. Pettersson (1989: 145) is of the opinion

that many pictures found in textbooks “ appear to serve no useful purpose

> In thelist given above, however, thisis not the case, as | have taken care to select certain
functions, particularly affective ones, that are relevant to the current study.

¢ These may not be such terrible confessionsiif it could be found that “ breathing space”, for
instance, is something learners appreciate and which draws them to one text rather than to another.
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whatever”, and that they may in fact “[stifle] the imagination” and “[divert]
interest”. It istrue, according to Pettersson (1989 and 1998), that picture editors
often find that procurement time, availability and image clarity are practical
factors that outweigh other more educationally sound considerations. Some
publishers admit that the two main reasons they put pictures in textbooks are to
attract buyers and to justify higher prices (Pettersson, 1998). In such acontext it is
not unlikely that poor choices might be made and that pictures that irritate, offend
or dissociate |earners from the material might be used.

4.2. Linguistic metafunctions

Having discussed the cognitive and affective functionality of picturesin
textbooks, we now return to the systemic functional framework to look at the
“metafunctions’ of visual images. These functions come from Halliday’s
formulation of afunctional grammar for language and have been applied to visual
images by Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996). There are three metafunctions of
meaning that can be realised all at once within a particular utterance, or instance
of visual communication. These are the experientia (or ideational), interpersonal
and textual metafunctions (Butt et al., 2000; Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996;
Eggins, 1994). The experiential function realises meanings about “[w]ho does
what to whom under what circumstances’ (Butt et al., 2000: 46). Interpersonal
meanings concern “the type of interaction taking place and the commodity being
exchanged” (Bultt et al., 2000: 86), and textual meanings are realised through the
signposting of text coherence (Bultt et al., 2000). In chapter 5 of thisthesis,
learners' visual preferences and comments are interpreted in the light of the first
two metafunctions, the experiential and interpersonal. These two are discussed in
more detail below. The textual function of imagesis mainly realised through
composition and layout (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996), and as such falls outside
the scope of this investigation.
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4.2.1. Experiential metafunction

Experiential meanings are associated with the topic (field) of the communication,
what it is“about” (Eggins, 1994). It is“the world of actions, relations, participants
and circumstances that give content to ... talk” (Eggins, 1994: 220). The central
system in language for representing experiential meanings is the system of
Transitivity (Eggins, 1994), and central to this system is the concept of process,
representing “actions’ and “relations”. The choice of process and the resultant
process type (transitivity) determines which participant roles are necessary
(Eggins, 1994).

Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) show that there are visual choices available for
expressing experiential meanings. Actions, or “narrative” visual processes, are
realised through “vectors’ (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996: 44, 56). These are
oblique lines that run from one participant to another connecting them in away as
to represent them as “ doing something to or for each other” (emphasisin the
original) (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996: 56). Such vectors can be visually
realised in many ways including eye contact, gestures and tools or weapons, like

guns, pointing from one participant to another (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996).

There are also classificational visual processes that relate represented participants
to each other in terms of “kind of” (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996: 81), aswell as
analytical visual processes relating participants with each other in terms of a
whole and its parts (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996). Classificational processes
may be realised visually in various ways. Overtly it may be realised
diagramatically by means of atree structure. Covertly it may be realised in the
way participants are sized and arranged too belong together in groups. Tools and
weapons may be classified together as examples of technology by sizing them
equally and placing them symmetrically at equal distances from each other (Kress
and Van Leeuwen, 1996). Examples of how analytical processes may be realised

visually are the map and the fashion shot. Both of these images contain two kinds
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of participants — one representing the whole (Australia, the model), the other
representing its parts (the states of Australia, the clothes the model is displaying).

In functional grammatical terms, secondary participantsin a picture, not related to
the main participants by means of vectors but in other ways, are called
Circumstances. Examples of such participants are the setting (foreground,
background, etc.), tools used and participants that accompany a main participant,

but that are not related to it by means of a vector (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996).

A type of classificational process realised by means of certain similarities among
the images on a particular page, governed the compilation of the test materials.
The six elements of similarity are introduced and discussed in chapter 4. Because
of the subtle (or covert) nature of the classificational process, | expected that
learners would not necessarily be equipped to verbalise their response to it, but
that their preference patterns would give an indication of their reaction. In their
written responses | expected them to focus on those narrative processes that were
overtly present in some of the pictures. These were limited, as were the depiction
of circumstances. | did not want to detract too much attention from the pictorial

elementsin question.

4.2.2. Interpersonal metafunction

Interpersonal meanings are associated with the tenor of atext. Tenor refersto the
interpersonal relationships between, or among, the interactants involved in the
production and interpretation of atext (Eggins, 1994). It refersto the relationships
between speaker and hearer, reader and writer (Butt et al., 2000. In visual
communication Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996: 119) distinguish between three
kinds of relations: “(1) relations between represented participants; (2) relations
between interactive and represented participants (the interactive participants
attitudes towards the represented participants); and (3) relations between
interactive participants (the things interactive participants do to or for each other

through images)”.
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Semantically, as Eggins (1994) explains there are two “speech roles’ that the
interactants may assume. They are the roles of “giving” and “demanding”. There
are also two “speech functions’, namely “initiating” and “responding”. Kress and
Van Leeuwen (1996) use the terms “offer” and “demand” for the interpersonal
meanings realised when pictures of human represented participants (human
subjects in pictures) make eye contact (demand), or do not make eye contact with
the viewer (offer). These authors do not discuss pictures as representing the image
producer as initiating or responding during a given visual communication event.
In my view the representational function of pictures, particularly when used to
draw learners' attention, or to interest them in the material, isto realise the
materials producer’ s communicative function asinitiator. Pictures may be seen as
realising the function of initiating communication, even when they offer
supportive or explanatory information. This is because pictures offer support and

explanation, whether the reader/viewer has requested it or not.

This study investigates learners' responses to communication initiated through
visual images. These responses are analysed in terms of the three kinds of
participant relations discussed above. The focusis particularly on how certain
pictorial aspects, such as the age of the represented participants, function to
establish interpersonal relations between the represented participants and the

interactive participants, thus drawing them into the communication.

Modality is another aspect of interpersonal meaning. It involves the expression of
meanings about “probability” or “usuality” and about “obligation” or “inclination”
(Eggins, 1994). 