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for transformation.” This “gentrification” of DL efforts is enabled by racial, eco-
nomic, and linguistic hierarchies of power (Valdez, Freire, and Delavan, Valdez et 
al., The Urban Review 48:601–627, 2016). Our analysis of five images from a cor-
pus of 34 online news articles considers how photographic depictions of DL pro-
grams can manifest gentrification in non-linguistic ways that nonetheless reinforce 
moves away from DL for social transformation and toward DL as hegemonic. This 
paper clarifies how multimodal critical discourse analysis (MCDA) and Haberma-
sian notions of the public sphere critically complement how public spaces (in this 
case schools) get imbued with “specific values that mediate inhabitants’ interpre-
tations of themselves and their relation to others in a space” (Hult, Hult, Tollef-
son and Pérez-Milans (eds.), The Oxford handbook of language policy and plan-
ning, Oxford University Press, 2018: 338). Findings reveal nuanced ways in which 
world language populations are protagonized visually and related ways that her-
itage/maintenance populations are either erased or marginalized. This helps ex-
plain the key assertion—that visual images can reinforce DL program gentrifica-
tion—but also augments the theoretical toolkit available to study how progressive 
intentions of DL can become co-opted. 

Keywords: Dual language, Gentrification, Multimodal critical discourse analysis, 
Public sphere 

Introduction 

Dual language programs (also called dual language immersion, or one-
way/two-way immersion) are becoming increasingly popular, but re-
search indicates that this popularity is growing in particular amongst 
White, non-Hispanic, middle-class, English-speaking parents (e.g., Val-
dez et al. 2016), prospectively leading such programs away from the 
social justice orientations that may have informed their founding log-
ics (Flores, 2016). Dual language (DL) is an umbrella term that refers 
to “any program that provides literacy and content instruction to all 
students through two languages, and that promotes bilingualism and 
biliteracy, grade-level achievement, and multicultural competence for 
all students” (Howard, Lindholm-Leary, Sugarman, Christian, & Rog-
ers, 2007: 1). This includes both one-way (when serving minoritized 
language speakers or foreign language immersion when serving ini-
tially English-dominant speakers) and two-way programs in which 
“English dominant children are intentionally integrated with speak-
ers of another language (usually Spanish) in bilingual classrooms with 
the goal of bilingualism and biliteracy for all children” (Palmer & Mar-
tínez, 2013: 283). 
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Palmer (2010: 11) cautioned that without attention to dynamics 
of race and power, DL programs could become “enrichment foreign-
language immersion to middle- and upper-class White children” and 
hence be “lost opportunit[ies] for transformation.” As such, her work 
is part of a broader tradition tying together language education with 
circulating discourses around language, immigration, globalization, 
and nation-state formation in terms of both ethics and power (Combs 
et al. 2011). Recent scholarship (beginning with Valdés’s [1997] “cau-
tionary note” that DL programs could become another way to disen-
franchise Latinx students by prioritizing the learning of White stu-
dents) has focused on a gentrification trend in which DL programs 
focus more on privileged/world language constituencies than on mi-
noritized heritage language ones. 

Although much work has examined various aspects of gentrification 
in DL programs (cf. next section), few studies examine the way these 
discourses play out visually— i.e., through image or other modes—
which means that we are only seeing part of the picture (pardon the 
pun). To fill this gap, this article is part of a larger study in which we 
examined 35 images (mostly photojournalism with a few stock pho-
tos) from a corpus of 34 newspaper articles about local DL programs 
to gain an understanding of the ways DL programs are represented vi-
sually to the public (cf. Catalano, 2020). As per the topic of this Spe-
cial Issue, we chose to focus on five images from this corpus which in 
different ways visually reinforce gentrification. 

Considering how the semiotics of representations (e.g., photo-
graphs) inform/ shape language policy and planning (LPP), we em-
ployed multimodal critical discourse analysis (MCDA) to deconstruct 
the semiotic resources and meaning potentials in the images and re-
late them to wider discourses and ideologies pertaining to DL pro-
grams. The research question that guided our study was: To what ex-
tent is gentrification operating in these visual images that accompany 
depictions of DL programs and how does it operate to privilege or 
marginalize those who endeavor in such spaces, like students of vari-
ous backgrounds? Additionally, we incorporate theoretical frameworks 
from Habermasian notions of the public sphere (Calhoun, 1992) to sit-
uate and further explain our focus on equity in media representation 
and theorize the interface between civil society (e.g., parents, news-
paper readers) and the state (as embodied here by public schools). 
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These frameworks aid us in considering how visual imagery contrib-
utes to public sphere discourses and the ‘theories in use’ (Argyris & 
Schön, 1975) that interface with policy implementation. 

However, before we get to the semiotics of representation and their 
very real consequences for learners and the programs they are part 
of, we must first situate what we know so far about gentrification and 
DL programs. We then need to locate our consideration of DL gentrifi-
cation within a broader review of LPP that uses Johnson and Johnson 
(2015) to make explicit the unequal distribution of power that is more 
tacit in Spolsky’s (2004) foundational tripartite framing of the field. 

Gentrification and dual language programs 

Gentrification is a metaphor that compares inequity in multilingual 
language programs to the way urban neighborhoods are renovated to 
conform to middle-class tastes, often forcing current inhabitants to 
move from their homes to seek lower-cost housing elsewhere. In terms 
of DL programs, gentrification references the extent to which these 
programs cater more to the needs of affluent privileged students (the 
attracted population) than to the students, usually students of color, 
who bring familiarity with the second, non-dominant language of the 
program. Valdez et al. (2016) “coined the term ‘gentrification’ to de-
scribe trends in DL that have pushed out [English learners] and other 
non-privileged students from multilingual education options” (p. 604). 
Their study of policy documents found that already privileged groups 
were being targeted for participation in the programs and resulted in 
a decrease in access to the programs for heritage/maintenance pop-
ulations (i.e., those wanting to study the language to maintain family 
connections and identity). 

In a US context, in a Spanish–English DL program, this less-val-
ued second population would be those who arrive with developed fa-
miliarity with Spanish from family, community, and/or migration. 
In essence, concern about gentrification in DL programs is a concern 
that students coming from one background (English as a home lan-
guage, with acquisition of a second language as a ‘bonus’ assisted by 
peers with familiarity with that language) are prioritized over stu-
dents whose language background has not been primarily in English 
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and whose academic development of a home language would contest 
the subtractive hazard of non-English repertoires not counting. One 
of the manifestations of gentrification in multimodal representations 
of DL would be prioritizing White middle-class bodies (who get agen-
tive roles) in relation to those of anonymous brown bodies (who get 
support roles). 

Burns (2017) came at the gentrification issue from the angle of par-
ent involvement. She explored how whiteness operates in DL class-
rooms under the theoretical frame of interest convergence (e.g., it 
benefits White students to have native Spanish-speakers in class with 
them). She found that although school administrators attempted to 
work against the domination of White parents in the programs, struc-
tural factors nonetheless led to them having more power and influ-
ence. Ironically, just as those who move into gentrifying neighbor-
hoods can be attracted to its disappearing ‘authenticity’, many of the 
politically more powerful White parents interested in their children’s 
enrollment in DL programs may see that enrollment as part of their 
own liberal stance of resistance to contemporary xenophobic dis-
courses. The “gentrifiers” may not see or care to acknowledge their 
own contributions to the hazards of gentrification. 

Heiman and Yanes (2018) reiterated and empirically chronicled Val-
dés’s (1997) caution about two-way programs often becoming means 
to disenfranchise Latinx students by prioritizing the learning of White 
students. In their ethnography of a rapidly gentrifying two-way DL 
school, they documented one teacher’s language-as- empowerment 
framework as a way to resist this trend. Heiman and Murakami (2019) 
concentrated on how gentrification processes impacted the princi-
pal and vice principal and resulted in Spanish-speaking families be-
ing pushed out of DL programs. In their inquiry, they highlight the 
need for administrators to develop a critical consciousness about the 
original social justice aims of DL programs—i.e., valuing minoritized 
students’ linguistic and other background knowledge as resources to 
more fully develop. 

Besides studies that have examined gentrification, other studies 
have looked at the discourse used to talk about DL programs and how 
these incorporate wider societal discourses that index gentrification. 
For example, in Henderson’s (2019) multimethod, multi-site, com-
parative analysis examining educator discourses addressing student 
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schooling). In turn, media also represented the state back to civil so-
ciety, reporting on (and/or visually representing) governmentality 
back to the populace. 

Habermas was emphatic that this public sphere was not the same 
as the state (Calhoun, 1992). It was a separate and examinable do-
main for a crucial contestation of ideas and in that contestation the 
society’s determination and redetermination of what could and should 
be. As such, he saw the public sphere as a key democratic check on the 
state. However, critics (e.g., Fraser, 1992; Garnham, 1992) have noted 
that not all voices have equal access to the public sphere, i.e., not all 
voices are equally powerful or heard. Garnham distinguishes a “ple-
beian public sphere” as coexisting alongside and sometimes in oppo-
sition to a “bourgeois public sphere” (1992: 359). 

One of us, in an examination of the way mainstream print me-
dia represented school, student, teacher, and community dimensions 
of six concurrent 2006 ICE raids on Swift Corporation meatpacking 
plants (and the challenge of whether students had parents to go home 
to; see Hamann and Reeves [2012]), invoked both Habermas’s no-
tion of the public sphere and its critique to consider local print media 
representations of those raids and, in turn, what that said about lo-
cal sensemaking about those raids. The relevant insights for this pa-
per are (1) that print media reflected local ‘mainstream’ attitudes and 
that, as ‘mainstream’ attitudes, those were not necessarily stances of 
the entirety of the community, but (2) that in framing both educators 
‘and families’ responses to the raids the media also were shaping/re-
iterating understandings of what schools (i.e., local manifestations of 
the state) do. Local print media depictions came from a similar com-
paratively privileged social location as do White, professional parents 
interested in enrolling their children in DL programs and articulated 
what kind of institutions schools should be. 

Applying a public-sphere framing to the earlier visual examples 
from Freire et al. (2017), the English language website’s depiction 
of a diverse group of children marching around with an American 
flag both reflected and helped shape a stance that learning English 
was patriotic. More subtly, images like that hint at what problems 
a program exists to solve, including who it supposed to serve and 
how. Emphasizing the public sphere here returns our focus to the in-
terface between civil society and the state and whether democratic 
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processes are challenging or enabling the continued heeding of some 
voices over others and some values over others. The marching chil-
dren were not the state, but it was a manifestation of the state (the 
website) that both reflected back and helped interpret what the chil-
dren’s activity meant. 

Multimodal critical discourse analysis 

Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis (MCDA) is a conceptual frame-
work that combines theories from social semiotics and multimodal-
ity with that of critical discourse studies (CDS). CDS scholars assert 
that language is a site for social struggle and for the ways that re-
ality is defined (Richardson 2006). From this perspective, language 
does not just help us communicate, but it constructs reality (Ledin 
& Machin, 2018). CDS provides us with tools of analysis that can be 
used to find ‘discourses’ present in texts. ‘Discourses’ according to 
Foucault (1977) are “accepted understandings of how things work” 
that provide the basis for “what we do, how we plan and organize” 
(Ledin & Machin, 2018: 28). CDS aims to help us understand the way 
language figures in issues such as power and ideology, but also how 
language serves the interests and values of people in power (Flow-
erdew and Richardson 2018). 

The ultimate goal of CDS is to expose the way discourse can perpet-
uate social patterns, by naming/highlighting those patterns in order 
to bring about social change. The fields of social semiotics and multi-
modality are helpful in applying the aims of CDS to visual communi-
cation. Social semiotics is concerned with not just language, but any 
process “of meaning making (i.e., signification and interpretation or 
what is called semiosis)” and how they “shape individuals and societ-
ies” (Jewitt, Bezemer, & O’Halloran, 2016: 58). Multimodality, which 
emerged from social semiotics in the 1990s, also emphasizes the many 
ways that people make meaning in society and the importance of look-
ing at all modes included in a text (e.g., image, sound, gesture, emo-
jis, bullet points) in order to see the complete message (Jewitt et al., 
2016). Since this article examines communication through local news 
sources, MCDA tools for analysis of photojournalism are particularly 
helpful in analyzing photographs, and we draw on work from Sontag 
(1973), Barthes (1977), Lutz and Collins (1993), Kress and van Leeu-
wen (2006), Machin (2007), van Leeuwen (2008), and Ledin and 



Hamann &  Catalano in  Language  P ol icy ,  2021        13

Machin (2018) in our analysis of the photos in our data set. Below we 
describe specific tools we used from these scholars to aid in our anal-
ysis of the photographs. 

Methodology 

Data collection 

Momentarily we will focus on five representative images of DL pro-
gram gentrification derived from a larger set of 35 images that ac-
companied 34 local print media stories about DL programs, but it is 
important to briefly trace our initial larger project (which has led to 
other publications in addition to this one [e.g., Catalano, 2020]). We 
found those 34 stories by searching in Google for the terms “dual lan-
guage,” “dual language immersion,” and “two-way immersion.” We 
further constrained our search by restricting it to the 2018 calen-
dar year (that was the most recent full calendar year before the April 
2019 AERA meeting where we shared the earliest version of this arti-
cle), only including stories that were at least 200 words long (figuring 
that anything shorter did not constitute a sufficient story/account), 
and only looking at stories that included both text and photographic 
images. The 34 stories and 35 images identified this way came from 
13 states that were as geographically varied as Texas, New York, Ne-
braska, and Illinois. 

We feel confident that our initial search was nationally represen-
tative, but it had the limitation that there are surely visual images re-
lated to DL programs shared in other media (e.g., program brochures, 
local TV news stories, etc.) that would also be consequential for un-
derstanding how these programs are portrayed in the public sphere, 
but not captured by our search strategy. Our goal was not to measure 
the proportion of public images that support or counter a gentrifi-
cation dynamic, but rather to create a proof of concept that shows 
how visual images can reiterate gentrification messages and there-
fore merit inclusion in analyses that consider what shapes language 
policy as praxis. 

The images selected for discussion here are the five that best al-
lowed us to illustrate how gentrifying ideologies of DL might be both 
reinforced by and displayed in public sphere visual representations 
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(i.e., images) of such programs by either targeting particular audi-
ences or communicating particular things about those enrolled in the 
programs. For example, there were numerous images in the larger 
corpus in which many students were shown with their backs to the 
camera in similar poses with the teacher at the whiteboard in front 
of the class. We chose only one of those photos to focus on here. Sim-
ilarly, there were many signs designating language allocation or hier-
archy, and we chose only one of those to discuss in order to provide a 
more varied picture of how gentrification manifested itself in the data. 
Thus, our chosen sample sufficed for the focus of this paper—to con-
sider the ways that gentrification is communicated visually. 

In our larger dataset there were no images that challenge a gen-
trification interpretation. For example, we did not find images that 
struck us as counter-hegemonic, such as would a Mexican American 
student speaking with her family in Mexico (suggesting the value of 
maintaining one’s linguistic heritage) or African American students 
portrayed holding Spanish language flashcards (to denormalize the 
use of White students to represent the world language constituency). 
Rather, the excluded images are things like a photograph of the front 
of a school that, as images, are largely silent one way or another about 
the expected values, priorities, or constituencies of a program. 

Data Analysis 

After we selected representative samples of images that illustrated 
in some way gentrification ideologies, we created a smaller, image-
only file and coded these images as to how they reflected or consti-
tuted gentrification trends and we incorporated tools and theories 
from MCDA to aid in our analysis. However, because one of the tenets 
of multimodality is the importance of looking at not just each mode 
of communication but also at the combination of them (Bateman & 
Wildfeuer, 2014), the accompanying written text for each image was 
also examined in order to understand how the photographs were an-
chored in meaning. Nonetheless, we forefronted attention to the af-
fordances of the photographs more than the linguistic elements in the 
articles in accordance with our goal to highlight how more than tex-
tual elements can be examined as mechanisms that frame language 
policy (in this case, gentrification of DL programs). 
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Four considerations of photographic representation orient our anal-
ysis. First, we considered three elements always present when ana-
lyzing photographs; angle, distance, and gaze1 (Kress & van Leeuwen, 
2006). We drew on perspectives from the research arguing that cam-
era angles carry meaning potential and can communicate differences 
in power. For example, downward angles often signify symbolic power 
over someone, literally physically looking down on them, which is the 
photographic equivalent of the hierarchy implied in the metaphorical 
expression ‘to look down on someone’. In the same way, upward angles 
communicate symbolic power over the viewer, and can convey rever-
ence or respect (e.g., the metaphorical expression ‘to look up to some-
one’ hails from the embodied experience of physically looking up at 
an older sibling or adult). Horizontal angles can express involvement 
or detachment. When the subject is looking directly at the viewer as 
if asking something of him/her, this is called a demand gaze. In con-
trast, offer images are when the subject is not engaging with the cam-
era and as such, the viewer becomes a type of “voyeur,” watching, but 
not being asked to do something. These kinds of images can signify 
detachment and/or “objectivation” (van Leeuwen, 2008: 141). In the 
same way, close-ups make us feel closer to subjects, showing us their 
emotions and expression. In turn, distant shots allow us to feel dis-
tant emotionally from the subjects, impersonalize people, and make 
them seem more like general types, rather than individuals we might 
know (Ledin & Machin, 2018). 

Second, we considered the difference between denotation (what is 
documented in the photograph) and connotation (the ideas and valued 
communicated by the photograph) which also matter greatly in a vi-
sual analysis (Barthes, 1977). Conveyors of meaning include poses, fa-
cial expressions, objects, clothing, settings, color, layout, font, etc. For 
representations of social practices, we also considered whether peo-
ple were seen as individuals (e.g., by looking at the camera) or were 
more likely to be categorized as part of a particular cultural group 
(collectivization). 

1 Kress and van Leeuwen (2006: 4) warn that visual language is not transparent 
and universally understood, but rather, culturally specific. As such, the framework 
presented here is biased toward Western visual communication, and makes no 
claims toward the application of these ideas to other cultures. Still, within West-
ern visual design (which entails the US context of this study), these theories can 
be applied to visual communication.
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Third, we examined the way people engaged in actions in order 
to consider underlying ideas and values communicated in the im-
ages. We drew on research that argues, for instance, that when peo-
ple are shown doing material processes (e.g., throwing something, 
lifting something), they are seen as having more agency or power in 
an event. When they are depicted in mental (e.g., thinking) or behav-
ioral processes (e.g., watching, listening), this connotes less agency 
or power. Emotional processes such as smiling or crying connote feel-
ings or moods about the topic being covered (Ledin & Machin, 2018). 
In a critical analysis, it is also important to look at who is not shown 
in the images. In this case, we looked for which types of DL students 
(e.g., world language or heritage/maintenance) were depicted. 

Fourth, we explored how the representation of events/actions/peo-
ple compared to the events/actions/people themselves. Photographs 
“not only represent what is going on, they also evaluate it, ascribe pur-
pose to it, justify it, and so on, and in many texts these aspects of rep-
resentation become far more important than the representation of the 
social practice itself” (van Leeuwen, 2008: 6). Hence when analyzing 
the images, we considered whether what we saw in the images was 
framed (Goffman & Rodríguez, 2006) in a particular way in order to 
convey something that the photojournalist and/or editor wanted to 
convey about DL programs and the people in them (in order to com-
plement or contrast with the written text) and whether or not this ac-
curately reflected the programs themselves. 

We now turn to the five selected images for this study. For each, 
following Machin and van Leeuwen’s (2016) model for MCDA, we first 
describe it according to the elements introduced in our Data Analy-
sis section along with any important contextual information from 
the written text in the article. We then interpret the visual elements 
based on experiential meaning potential (e.g., personal experiences 
such as lightness and darkness as it relates to day and night) or cul-
tural provenance (e.g., the color green “can be interpreted as indicat-
ing ‘concern for the environment’ on the basis of documentary evi-
dence” or when comparing with other texts in which “this meaning 
is linguistically anchored” [Machin & van Leeuwen, 2016: 252]). Ad-
ditionally, we propose the wider significance of the images relating 
them back to our topic of gentrification and our combined theoretical 
frames. Finally, we acknowledge that our appraisals of visual images 
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are constrained by the limitations in the information shared in and 
with such images. So, for example, we suggest in some images that 
a depicted student ‘looks Latina.’ We do not know if that indeed de-
scribes the background or affiliation of that subject, but we also know 
that other viewers similarly have no more information to interpret the 
image than we do. As such, ‘what appears to be’ can be visually more 
potent than any version of ‘what really is’. 

Findings and discussion 

Our first image illustrates the subtle and nuanced ways in which the 
visual prioritizing of English-speaking families (e.g., world language 
constituencies) occurred in some of the data and one way in which 
gentrification trends can be seen in visual communication about the 
programs. 

Figure 1 features three children as they work on “literacy activi-
ties” at an elementary school outside of Chicago, and the article an-
nounces a new two-way DL program in the district. Supported on 
each side by a Latino boy and Latina girl is a White boy. Their gaze 

Figure 1 Students work on literacy activities in Jennifer Shamrylo’s bilingual kin-
dergarten classroom at Chesak Elementary School in Lake in the Hills. Hunt-
ley Community School District 158 this fall will launch a dual language program 
for kindergartners and first-graders at the school. Source Daily Herald. Repro-
duced with permission. Text 17: http://www.dailyherald.com/news/20180309/
district-158-to-launch-dual-language-program-this-fall#comments 

http://www.dailyherald.com/news/20180309/district-158-to-launch-dual-language-program-this-fall#comments
http://www.dailyherald.com/news/20180309/district-158-to-launch-dual-language-program-this-fall#comments
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is downward and they are all focused on the same thing (most likely 
a laptop given the child in the background has one). The White child 
in the center is wearing earphones while the other two children are 
not. Instead, the girl is carrying some cards, and both children are 
standing while the child in the middle is sitting down. The children’s 
poses look as though they are passing by and have become interested 
in what the child in the center is doing. Here we are reminded of Su-
san Sontag’s (1973) work in which she notes that photographs cap-
ture a thin slice of a moment in time. It is as if we are frozen in that 
quick moment, and all of the focus is on what the White boy is doing. 
This is interesting because it is not likely that the children stayed in 
this pose for very long. By freezing this moment, the photojournalist 
and editor give it priority. 

The written information in the article is also important to consider 
in a multimodal analysis. The accompanying article here gives voice 
to the district curriculum and instruction director in the following di-
rect quote: “Our English-speaking families have been waiting for this 
initiative for a long time,” she said. “They are receiving dual language 
with open arms.” The quote exposes how world language (WL) constit-
uencies are targeted in the article (since heritage/maintenance com-
munities either do not speak English or are bilingual). This is accom-
plished in the subtle way that the photo elaborates (Barthes, 1977) by 
positioning the social actors in the photo as active or passive agents 
in material processes. The White child is not only shown in the cen-
ter of the photo, he is the one that is more active by being engaged 
in the process of listening rather than just looking, as the other two 
Latinx students are doing. 

This echoes Valdés’s (1997: 417) “cautionary note” in which she 
observes how journalists that cover DL programs often concentrate 
on how well English-speaking children are learning Spanish while at 
the same time “ignoring how well a Spanish- speaking child is learn-
ing English.” Figure 1, which features the White child as the center-
piece and focal point of the image emerges as “a visual representation 
of the same phenomenon” (Catalano, 2020: 16). Consequently, this 
image (and others found in the data which subtly draw attention to 
White children in the programs), provides evidence of gentrification. 

Figure 2 shows a similar trend in coverage of a Spanish DL program 
in Texas. The accompanying article informs us that the program began 
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in 2009 for “students who primarily speak Spanish to help them be-
come proficient in English” (note the way in which Spanish is seen 
only as a gateway to English) but that the program now “differs in 
that primary Spanish and English speakers learn together, receiving 
lessons in both languages” (Bora, 2018, 3rd para.). The only parent 
quoted in the article is that of a parent of an English-speaking stu-
dent. Figure 2 then visually reinforces this narrative of how children 
from different groups (although it is not clear if the boy on the left is 
a heritage/maintenance constituent or not) work together in the pro-
gram, but focuses on the White girl as the active person in the activ-
ity, while the more Latino-appearing boy looks on. 

So, although in both Figures 1 and 2 heritage/maintenance popula-
tions are included in the images, visual analysis reveals they are not 
protagonists in the photos, and the images are accompanied by writ-
ten text that targets world language populations (a finding also found 
across the larger study (Catalano, 2020)). This may have been inten-
tional because images can evoke emotional responses to the programs 
that could act as catalysts for a backlash (such as what happened in 
the 1980s and 90 s when bilingual programs were accused of not 

Figure 2 Source Community Impact Newspaper. Reproduced with permission. 
Text 24: https://communityimpact.com/austin/leander-cedar-park/editors-
pick/2018/05/24/leander-isd-expands-two-way-duallanguage-program-to-new-
schools-as-demand-rises/ 

https://communityimpact.com/austin/leander-cedar-park/editors-pick/2018/05/24/leander-isd-expands-two-way-duallanguage-program-to-new-schools-as-demand-rises/
https://communityimpact.com/austin/leander-cedar-park/editors-pick/2018/05/24/leander-isd-expands-two-way-duallanguage-program-to-new-schools-as-demand-rises/
https://communityimpact.com/austin/leander-cedar-park/editors-pick/2018/05/24/leander-isd-expands-two-way-duallanguage-program-to-new-schools-as-demand-rises/
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teaching English). As such, it is possible that the focus on White stu-
dents in images was seen as a way to avoid such a reaction. Yet that 
explanation is not exoneration, it concedes to gentrification. 

Figure 3 suggests concepts such as heritage and identity may be 
harder to communicate to anticipated viewers and include White (or 
world language constituent) points of entrée. 

Although this program in a micropolitan town in Nebraska is two-
way and features a close to equal balance between world language 
and heritage constituencies, the image makes it appear that most of 
the children (and the teacher) are White. Machin (2007: 129) notes 
that “changing position and groupings can change the whole mean-
ing of the composition.” In this case, we could imagine that a differ-
ent camera angle might have captured more of the Latinx students in 
the classroom. 

Interestingly, the most salient elements of the image are the teacher 
(lowered to the student’s level with his whiteboard as if getting ready 
to write something for him) and the student (who looks to be retriev-
ing something—probably a pencil— from a container and has a paper 
with writing on it). The image is an offer image, which invites us to 

Figure 3 Source Fremont Tribune. Reproduced with permission. Reproduced with 
permission. Text 34: https://fremonttribune.com/news/local/education/washing-
ton-elementary-s-dual-language-programlooks-to-expand/article_ebf28334-7d60-
5eaf-ab7c-0e7219bca463.html 

https://fremonttribune.com/news/local/education/washington-elementary-s-dual-language-programlooks-to-expand/article_ebf28334-7d60-5eaf-ab7c-0e7219bca463.html
https://fremonttribune.com/news/local/education/washington-elementary-s-dual-language-programlooks-to-expand/article_ebf28334-7d60-5eaf-ab7c-0e7219bca463.html
https://fremonttribune.com/news/local/education/washington-elementary-s-dual-language-programlooks-to-expand/article_ebf28334-7d60-5eaf-ab7c-0e7219bca463.html
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observe, but not engage with the subjects. There is an equal camera 
angle and it is a relatively close-up shot, thus putting forth a relatively 
positive image of teacher and student. The student’s race or ethnicity 
is ambiguous (but his name indexes Euro-American heritage), while 
the student directly behind him leaning to the right, as if reaching to 
grab something, appears to be Latino. The fact that this student’s face 
is cut off indicates the reduced importance or salience given to him as 
a subject in the overall photograph. 

When considering visual analysis, it is helpful to imagine all of the 
possibilities for representing an event in order to understand which 
viewpoint is being privileged. In this case, we can imagine what dif-
ferent values/ideologies would have been put forth had the photojour-
nalist focused on the Latino boy in a close-up, and cut off the teacher’s 
face or chose a different angle in which more of the Latinx students 
were included. We then need to question why (or how?) the photo de-
picts a class that appears to be more White than it was. 

A close look at the history of Fremont, Nebraska, where the pro-
gram exists, shows that the city has had negative press in the past 
with racism, in particular in regards to a housing ordinance (Sojico, 
2014) that made landlords liable for renting to undocumented mi-
grants and thus supported broader anti-Latino racial profiling. Know-
ing this context could explain why journalists might make special 
efforts to downplay (visually) who is actually benefiting from the pro-
gram (as mentioned above), although the verbal text from the article 
does emphasize cultural benefits of the program in addition to aca-
demic and cognitive ones. 

Hence, even though the program has been highly successful in a 
number of ways,2 it is clear that in the process of using the article to 
gain support for expansion of the program, it invoked the benefits 
to English-speaking families visually so as not to trigger community 
backlash in an area that largely consists of conservative voters and 
supporters of ant-immigration policies. But pre-emptively avoiding 
backlash reiterates hegemonic hierarchies, it is the prospectively re-
actionary White population that is being mollified. 

2 We acknowledge that we know this program well, and have visited it several times, 
and one of us is quoted in the article. Hence, any conclusions about the program 
stem from what is presented in the article, but are also based on personal expe-
rience visiting the program. 
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Figure 4 offers an interesting comparison to Figure 3. 
Figure 4 is a typical large group photo that emerged in the larger 

study depicting Spanish–English programs. The photo is from an ar-
ticle that discusses the growth of bilingual programs in the San Mar-
cos areas of Texas and concerns about a bilingual teacher shortage in 
the area. As found in Coe and Kuttner (2018), this photo of a Spanish/
English program occurs in the context of a debate on bilingual educa-
tion, whereas often Mandarin/English programs tend to be featured 
within the topic of global citizenship. Coe and Kuttner also note that 
numerically-less-common Mandarin programs receive more media 
coverage, and we found that they were overrepresented visually (as 
compared to the number of programs that exist) in our data as op-
posed to Spanish/English programs. 

In contrast to Figure 3 in which there was a more close-up image 
and equal camera angle, most of the large group photos (including 
Figure 4) from the larger study followed a similar pattern: long dis-
tance camera shot of the teacher pointing at something or writing on 
the board, students’ backs to the camera, no gaze or direct engage-
ment by the subjects with the viewer, and downward camera angles 
(toward the students) which symbolize symbolic power over someone 
(van Leeuwen, 2008). There is little reason in this photo for a parent 

Figure 4 Source Community Impact Newspaper. Reproduced with permission. 
Text 4: https://communityimpact.com/austin/san-marcos-buda-kyle/educa-
tion/2018/03/19/hays-san-marcos-cisd-dual-language-programs-grow-officials-
look-ways-around-bilingual-teacher-shortage/ 

https://communityimpact.com/austin/san-marcos-buda-kyle/education/2018/03/19/hays-san-marcos-cisd-dual-language-programs-grow-officials-look-ways-around-bilingual-teacher-shortage/
https://communityimpact.com/austin/san-marcos-buda-kyle/education/2018/03/19/hays-san-marcos-cisd-dual-language-programs-grow-officials-look-ways-around-bilingual-teacher-shortage/
https://communityimpact.com/austin/san-marcos-buda-kyle/education/2018/03/19/hays-san-marcos-cisd-dual-language-programs-grow-officials-look-ways-around-bilingual-teacher-shortage/
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to want to enroll their child in this program. Moreover, because of the 
distance, the angle, the lack of gaze, and the fact that the children are 
pictured as part of a collective group of ‘DL students’, they are visually 
represented as ‘Others’. The photos homogenize the students (most 
with similar hair and skin color, all sitting in similar poses) as a par-
ticular type, that is, part of the cultural group of Latinx and thus con-
note “the negative or positive values and associations attached” (van 
Leeuwen, 2008: 144) to this group, which in the current political zeit-
geist, has been discriminatory and negative. 

Figure 4 largely follows this pattern, with the exception of the face 
of a White girl in the center of the photo. Interestingly, although it is 
still an offer image, since we can only see the side of her face, we can 
still see her face more than all of the other children in the photo who 
appear to be Latinx. So, although the written text supports heritage/
maintenance populations in these programs, the accompanying vi-
sual (which readers/viewers would encounter first) tracks differently. 

Figure 5 (from the same Nebraska article as Figure 3) is the only 
image that we share where the depicted language is the focus of the 
inquiry. It shows how languages are indicated by colors (to help stu-
dents know how to pronounce words they see) but also to indicate 
which language should be spoken during particular times of the day 
(note the arrow pointing to Spanish in the photo). 

We chose this photo because it highlights another aspect of the gen-
trification issue, which is how language policies are implemented. One 
way that program gentrification has been found to affect the language 
policies in schools is through language allocation. Research, such as 
Freire et al. (2017), has found that DL policies can adversely position 
the interests of Latinx students by restricting language time alloca-
tion models to 50–50 which center the needs of world-language con-
stituencies. This is because often parents of English-speaking stu-
dents become concerned that their children feel overwhelmed or lost 
in 90–10 models (in which 90% of content is delivered in Spanish). 
90–10 models have been shown to benefit all students but in partic-
ular (Thomas & Collier, 2012) Spanish-speaking students in Spanish/ 
English programs. 

Although in Nebraska, DL programs are not state-mandated, the im-
plementation of language policies in classrooms there can also be af-
fected by English-only families who are concerned about the academic 
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achievement of their children. Although this photo does not indicate 
that this is happening in this program, it appears to naturalize a 50/50 
distinction and a strict separation of languages, which DL advocates 
such as Thomas and Collier (2012) have traditionally argued for in 
order to ensure that languages other than English receive enough in-
structional time. However, in recent years, works by Ofelia García 
and others (e.g., García & Kleyn, 2016; García et al. 2017; Menken & 
García, 2021; Wei, 2018) have noted the problematic nature of lan-
guage separation in that it does not recognize or value hybridity nor 
home language varieties that students speak, as well as the natural 
language practices of bilingual/multilingual learners referred to as 
translanguaging. 

The Figure 5 sign helps students know which language the con-
tent will be delivered in, how to read the signs (red ones need Span-
ish pronunciation and blue ones use English pronunciation), but also 
communicates a separation of languages. While this could be coun-
ter-productive in that it communicates a strict separation between 

Figure 5 Source Fremont Tribune. Reproduced with permission. Text 34: https://
fremonttribune.com/news/local/education/washington-elementary-s-dual-lan-
guage-program-looks-to-expand/article_ebf28334-7d60-5eaf-ab7c-0e7219bca463.
html 

https://fremonttribune.com/news/local/education/washington-elementary-s-dual-language-program-looks-to-expand/article_ebf28334-7d60-5eaf-ab7c-0e7219bca463.html
https://fremonttribune.com/news/local/education/washington-elementary-s-dual-language-program-looks-to-expand/article_ebf28334-7d60-5eaf-ab7c-0e7219bca463.html
https://fremonttribune.com/news/local/education/washington-elementary-s-dual-language-program-looks-to-expand/article_ebf28334-7d60-5eaf-ab7c-0e7219bca463.html
https://fremonttribune.com/news/local/education/washington-elementary-s-dual-language-program-looks-to-expand/article_ebf28334-7d60-5eaf-ab7c-0e7219bca463.html
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labeled languages, it can also be seen as a counter-resistance to pres-
sure to reduce Spanish content time by first placing Spanish above in 
the sign (connoting its importance) and also by protecting the time 
allocation by signaling which language is dominant at that moment 
in time. This is more complicated than the other photos in the article 
which more clearly privilege world language constituencies. 

Conclusion 

The creators of the visual images accompanying print media (usually 
photojournalists) are not conventional creators of policy nor central 
to policy implementation, and we are not claiming otherwise, but they 
do help shape the public sphere that connects what the state does to 
what its populace wants (with some voices louder than others). These 
photojournalists and the editors who select which images to include 
with a story help shape the milieu in which DL programs operate. 

MCDA allows researchers to consider representations of DL pro-
grams in the text and visual imagery of print media (both hard-copy 
newspapers and online versions), but that analysis can go further if 
also anchored to notions of the public sphere. Because of the two-way 
nature of the idea of the public sphere—(1) reflecting the consider-
ations of civil society to the state, but (2) also having governmentality 
shape/normalize some ideas more than others back to society—, the 
public sphere helps convert the ideas of the populace into policy and 
practice of the state. The images we share show both the public get-
ting from the state what it wants (i.e., DL programs of certain charac-
ter) and the state offering certain things it hears the citizenry wanting. 
But this does not happen neutrally as an examination of the images 
reveals. Certain voices are privileged in the public sphere (e.g., White 
and mainstream), while others are limited. Similarly, gentrification 
privileges certain voices and minimizes (or excludes) others. As John-
son and Johnson (2015) note, what is supposed to happen as policy be-
comes practice is mediated by local actors (like teachers and parents) 
who feature/incorporate some sensibilities over others. This means 
the similarly designed can be differently implemented. We are propos-
ing some of that difference in implementation comes from “habitual” 
(Spolsky, 2004) incorporation of public sphere imagery—i.e., parents, 


