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A Multimodal and Ethnographic 
Approach to Textbook Discourse

This book offers a new framework for analyzing textbook discourse, 
bridging the gap between contemporary ethnographic approaches and 
multimodality for a contextually sensitive approach which considers the 
multiplicity of multimodal resources involved in the production and use 
of textbooks.

The volume makes the case for textbook discourse studies to go beyond 
studies of textual representation and critically consider the ways in which 
textbook discourse is situated within wider social practices. Each chapter 
considers a different social semiotic practice in which textbook and text-
book discourse is involved: representation, communication, interaction, 
learning, and media recontextualization. In bringing together this work 
with contemporary ethnography scholarship, the book offers a compre-
hensive toolkit for further research on textbook discourse and pushes the 
field forward into new directions.

This innovative book will be of particular interest to students and 
scholars in discourse analysis, multimodality, social semiotics, language 
and communication, and curriculum studies.

Germán Canale is Associate Professor at the Institute of Linguistics in the 
Facultad de Humanidades y Ciencias de la Educación at the Universidad 
de la República, Uruguay.
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“A Multimodal and Ethnographic Approach to Textbook Discourse is a 
must- read for anyone interested in textbook analysis. Beautifully written 
and theoretically robust, the book draws on multimodality and critical 
discourse analysis to explore how textbook meanings are produced, the 
ways in which they circulate within and beyond classrooms, and the 
manner in which they are interpreted. Methodologically rigorous and 
ethnographically vivid, this scholarly work is a major contribution to the 
materials literature.”
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1  Discourse, multimodality, and 
ethnography

In 1984— the dystopian political novel by George Orwell (originally 
published in 1949)— fictitious Oceania is ruled by ‘the Party’ through 
repression, totalitarianism, reinvention of the past, and censorship of 
individual and collective action and thought. Among other structures of 
power and control, the government has a Records Department, which 
is a branch of the Ministry of Truth, in charge of providing citizens (the 
proletariat) with instruments through which the past is falsified and 
reinvented. These instruments include newspapers, movies, music, and 
textbooks, among others. In a passage in which Winston— the main 
character— is struggling to remember/ reconstruct the past, i.e. life before 
the revolution, he takes a children’s history textbook and begins copying 
a paragraph into his diary. However, he soon begins to question whether 
he can trust the textbook: ‘How could he tell how much of it was lies?’ 
(Orwell, 1961, p. 94).

Alexander Bogdanov’s utopian novel Red Star, first published in 1908, 
revolves around life— and communism— on Mars. Leonid, a Bolshevik 
mathematician, is invited by Menni— a Martian disguised as a human— 
to take part in a project that later on is disclosed as being for Leonid 
to share human culture with Martians and for Martians to share their 
advanced socialist culture with him. In a passage in which he is trying to 
learn about the target society, Leonid reads a ‘local’ textbook on his field 
of expertise:

This obliged me to learn beforehand certain branches of theoretical 
and applied mechanics and technology and even mathematical ana-
lysis. The main difficulties I encountered concerned the form rather 
than the content of the subjects I was studying. The textbooks and 
instructions were not intended for a person of an inferior culture. I 
remembered how I was tormented as a child by a French textbook of 
mathematics I happened to come across (…) I lacked the logical dis-
cipline and experience of scientific reasoning which the French pro-
fessor took for granted in his reader and pupil.

(Bogdanov, 1984, p. 96)
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Leonid feels overwhelmed by the complexity of the textbook, which 
reflects the ‘superiority’ of the target culture. Unlike the first example, in 
which the textbook is an instrument of ideological distortion, in this case 
the textbook is represented as a mirror of the social organization and life 
of a people, or as a means to access their culture and knowledge.

What do these fictitious examples tell us about textbooks? What 
relationship— even if imagined for the purpose of fiction— do the 
examples establish between the textbook, knowledge, power, and truth? 
What relationship do they establish between the textbook and society? 
The conflicting representations of the textbook as a carrier of unques-
tionable truths or as the ideological distortion of reality presented in these 
examples are by no means strange to our social lives or to the politics of 
school textbooks. Despite their ‘extremist’ views of textbooks and their 
reflective/ refractive role in mediating social reality, the two examples 
point to an interesting fact: textbooks make meanings about society 
and society makes meanings about textbooks. Meaning- making works 
both ways.

This book is not about utopian/ dystopian novels or how they char-
acterize textbooks. However, the examples provided illustrate the point 
of departure I just outlined. Textbooks make meanings about society 
through long- ingrained and institutionalized social constructions of 
truth, power, and knowledge. Textual and discursive representations 
constructed in textbooks play a key role in authorizing and legitimating 
such institutionalized values. Likewise, society makes meanings about 
textbooks in that the residual history of semiotic routines and school 
practices around the textbook (re)produce educational, curricular, social, 
political, and cultural expectations about textbooks and their role in edu-
cation, learning, and citizenship. These issues are closely linked to the con-
cept of media ideologies (Gershon, 2010) or, for the purpose of this book, 
to how textbooks— as educational media— come to encapsulate ideolo-
gies about knowledge and the social world, about teaching and learning, 
about the curriculum, and about the textbook itself (Canale, 2019).

There has been intensive and extensive research in the social sciences 
on how textbooks make meanings about society and social reality. In the 
past years, this research has gained momentum with the inception of the 
interdisciplinary field of textbook studies (Fuchs & Bock, 2018), which 
has broadened the scope of textbook research. However, how society 
makes meanings about textbooks has perhaps been somewhat neglected, 
as shall be discussed in later chapters.

The main argument of this book is that a multimodal and ethnographic 
approach to textbook discourse is needed to better understand how 
textbooks make situated meanings about society and how society makes 
situated meanings about textbooks; in this sense, my own approach to 
analyzing textbook discourse draws on critical discourse analysis (CDA), 
multimodal social semiotics (MSS), and some forms of contemporary 
ethnographic research. While I do not claim this is the only possible 
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approach analysts can adopt to situate textbook discourse, I do believe 
it has much to contribute to the field of textbook studies, since it enables 
us to revisit and redefine some traditional topics and incorporate issues 
which thus far have not been the center of attention in the field.

Positionality

Before moving on to the discussion of the three key terms in this book (dis-
course, multimodality, and ethnography), I should disclose fragments of 
my own identity and positionality in order to help the reader understand 
the perspective from which I will address textbook discourse research in 
this book. This will also help them anticipate what the book will (not) 
offer in terms of theory, analysis, and discussion.

The very fact that I decided to incorporate this section into the book 
already provides a hint to the reader: like many other authors, I believe 
that researcher positionality— albeit more complex than it looks in 
writing— must be disclosed. To me, this is a principle that serves the pur-
pose of honest (research) dialogue and communication. I also believe 
research narratives are informative of research itself. Thus, it is critical 
for us to reflect on how we ourselves construct and tell such narratives 
(McCarty, 2012) because they entail epistemological, political, and 
relational work (Macgilchrist, 2021). In a different context and for a 
different purpose, Ducrot (1986) claimed that presupposition imprisons 
the interlocutor in an intellectual universe they have not constructed 
themselves, but which is presented as co- extensive to dialogue. I like to 
think of research as dialogue and researcher positionality disclosure as 
a necessary— but not sufficient— exercise to make some presuppositions 
overt to the interlocutor.

I was initially trained as an English as a foreign language (EFL) 
instructor and as a sociolinguist. As a language teacher, I had the oppor-
tunity to use many textbooks. However, I am unsure whether my training 
enabled me to ‘read’ or ‘use’ textbooks critically; in fact, I believe it did 
not. However, it did open my eyes to the fact that institutions, teachers, 
and learners deal with complex situations in their everyday practices, 
some of which involve textbooks. These aspects are often left out of the 
narratives in textbook discourse research. Schools are usually trapped 
in political compromises and institutional pressures to choose some 
textbooks over others; some parents can barely afford textbooks for their 
children and others complain if the textbook ‘hasn’t been used much’ in 
class; students oftentimes feel a disconnect between their own experi-
ence and cultural aspects represented in the textbook; teachers need to 
manage very complex classroom ecologies in which the textbook is only 
one of the many elements to which they need to attend, and textbook 
producers need to cater for a very complex— usually international or 
global— audience which changes faster than textbooks change. These 
problems only become apparent when the textbook is situated in broader 

 

 

 

 



4 Discourse, multimodality, and ethnography

4

educational, social, cultural, economic, and political scenarios. In other 
words, these problems become apparent to researchers when they look 
outside the textual boundaries and materiality of the textbook. However, 
they are more than evident to those who, in one way or another, are 
involved in the production, development, selection, circulation, and use 
of textbooks.

My initial training in sociolinguistics shaped my interest in the rela-
tionship between meaning and society. Language is, of course, one 
aspect of meaning- making in society; there are many other social phe-
nomena and meaning- making resources involved in textbooks and, 
broadly speaking, in any type of text or communication. Along these 
lines, I soon became interested in discourse rather than in language. Like 
many other authors, I understand discourse to be a more productive and 
fruitful construct for researching and reflecting upon social problems 
and issues of meaning- making. So, I started training in CDA and I also 
became interested in MSS. The potential partnership between CDA and 
MSS opened up new spaces for me to reflect on social problems and, 
at the same time, posed new challenges, some of which I shall address 
throughout this book.

Viewing representation, interaction, communication, or learning as 
phenomena which are culturally and socially bound shaped my interest 
in analyzing textbooks, their discourse, their content, and the contexts 
in which they are produced, distributed, and used. My argument devel-
opment throughout this book, the way I conceptually and empirically 
approach textbook discourse, and what authors and disciplines I choose 
to bring in for discussion are shaped by these fragments of my identity 
I just outlined, and perhaps by others of which I am unaware.

In the remainder of this chapter, I will delineate the three key concepts 
of this book: discourse, ethnography, and multimodality. Then, I will 
articulate all three to introduce a partnership for textbook discourse ana-
lysis. In the following chapters, I will provide a conceptual and empir-
ical discussion of how this type of approach can be used to investigate 
semiotic practices, such as: representation, communication, interaction, 
learning, and mediatization. For the sake of argument, these practices 
will be presented in separate chapters. However, they are closely 
interconnected. Illustrative examples of ethnographically- informed 
studies will be provided to contextualize the discussion, but these are not 
to be taken as universal or generalizable examples. Instead, they are to be 
taken as instantiations of the complex situated dynamics of the textbook 
in action/ in interaction/ in practice.

Discourse

In the past few decades, the term discourse has become key in social 
and human sciences. However, both the term and the disciplines engaged 
in analyzing discourse can be understood in many different ways. For 
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instance, discourse analysis (DA) is oftentimes defined as a discipline in 
itself or as a branch of linguistics; as a method for social research, as a 
paradigm or as a research program (Wodak, 2008).

As Fairclough (1992, 2003) explains, two overarching approaches to 
DA can be identified: textually and non- textually oriented. While textual 
orientation requires the analyst to— among other tasks— systematically 
describe and analyze texts, non- textual orientation works on discourse 
more abstractly, not providing detailed accounts of textual instantiations. 
Despite the fact that there are many variations within each of these two 
broad approaches to analyzing discourse (see van Dijk, 2011), it is rele-
vant to note that, in this book, I will rely more heavily on the textually- 
oriented tradition.

Within the broader field of discourse studies (Flowerdew & 
Richardson, 2018; van Dijk, 2011), discourse has been defined in 
different and often overlapping ways. As discussed by Angermuller, 
Maingueneau, and Wodak (2014, pp. 2– 3), a main distinction can be 
made between a pragmatic understanding of discourse (i.e. discourse 
as a process or practice of contextualizing texts and language) and a 
socio- historical understanding (i.e. discourse as ensembles of semi-
otic practices of a community). In some traditions, discourse is also 
distinguished from other confounding concepts, such as narrative or 
text (Maingueneau, 2009).

Machin (2007) and Maingueneau (2009) remind us that discourse 
can refer to: a complex and abstract set of ideas or knowledge about 
how the world works and how people behave, a particular field of 
institutions and actions (for example, advertising discourse, media dis-
course, American discourse) and particular pieces of writing/ speech 
as instantiated texts. Along these lines, Boréus and Bergström (2017, 
pp. 209– ff) identify three main ways of understanding discourse and 
discuss potential implications for analysis. The first definition refers to 
a narrow understanding which conceives discourse as linguistic materi-
ality by equating discourse to (verbal) text. In this view, the main task of 
the analyst is to describe textual patterns across genres. The second def-
inition of discourse conceives it as both linguistic and social materiality. 
In this case, textual or linguistic description is not enough to analyze dis-
course since attention needs to be paid to the social practices in which it 
is embedded. Finally, the third definition of discourse embraces all types 
of social practices and phenomena. For the purpose of this book, what is 
interesting is that the second and third definitions share an understanding 
that the task of the analyst goes beyond textual description in order to 
explore how discourse operates in social interactions, social practices, 
and social processes. Despite the different ways of addressing the notion 
of discourse, most contemporary researchers see it as a social activity 
which takes place in particular contexts and recognize that the notions 
of context and practice1are key to analyzing discourse (Angermuller 
et al., 2014; Maingueneau, 1996).
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In this book, I will define discourse as the social activity of meaning- 
making (Lemke, 1995) in situational, historical, cultural, ideological, 
and political contexts. Several aspects of this definition need to be put 
forward. On the one hand, foregrounding discourse as meaning- making 
allows me to consider both verbal and non- verbal resources for sense- 
making in society. This is fundamental for a discursive understanding of 
multimodality or, in better terms, for a multimodal understanding of dis-
course. Also, in stating that discourse is meaning- making I am claiming 
that discourse is a form of semiotic work (Rossi- Landi, 1970) or, in 
other words, that discourse implies manipulating material resources for 
representation and communication.

On the other hand, claiming that discourse is a social activity 
foregrounds the fact that it does not emerge or exist in isolation. Discursive 
work is embedded in the complex dynamics of social interaction. In fact, 
social dynamics and conditions shape discourse while, at the same time, 
they are shaped by it. This dialectical relationship is a strong argument 
employed in CDA for viewing discourse as inseparable from the social 
forces operating upon it (Fairclough, 1989).

Similarly, to argue that discourse is an activity means that with and 
through discourse people do things that are socially relevant to them or 
at least relevant at a particular time and place. From this perspective, 
discourse is both process and instantiation: an outcome of the activity 
and the unfolding activity itself. Discourse— as process— constitutes 
social interaction but it also results from it— as text. This two- fold def-
inition helps us locate text within discourse without fully equating both: 
texts are material crystallizations or instantiations of broader discursive 
processes (Fairclough, 1989). Concomitantly, the relationship between 
text and discourse requires analysts to consider complementary tools and 
strategies since textual analysis alone is not enough to fully capture dis-
course: to analyze discourse is to study the relationship between texts, 
social processes, and social conditions of production and interpretation 
(Fairclough, 1989, p. 26).

Three main characteristics of discourse need to be foregrounded for 
the analysis provided in later chapters.

Discourse is not an autonomous or isolated phenomenon

Discourse does not exist in isolation; it is constitutive of social practices 
and interactions. It emerges in social contexts and in our interactions 
with others. Along the same lines, discourse is not fully autonomous in 
that it explicitly and implicitly interacts with previous discourses. This 
aspect is foregrounded by concepts such as interdiscursivity and intertext-
uality (Kristeva, 1986), and points to the fact that no text or discourse is 
fully reproductive or fully creative (Johnstone, 2009) in relation to pre-
vious texts and discourses. On the contrary, texts and discourses are, by 
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definition, dialogical (Bakhtin, 1981). Some of these issues are further 
discussed in Chapters 2 and 3.

Discourse and meaning- making are situated and ideological

Signs and, for our purposes, discourses and texts are ideologically 
motivated by the interest of the sign- maker (Kress, 1993; Vološinov, 
1973). Through discourse, signs, and meaning- making, we ongoingly 
negotiate social reality and struggle for the right to define and interpret it 
(Lemke, 1995; Vološinov, 1973). However, semiotic negotiations are not 
always explicit. This is further explored in Chapters 2, 4, and 5.

Discourse and meaning- making are neither static nor linear

Discourses, texts, and signs make meanings which migrate through 
time and space. As they move, they become decontextualized and 
recontextualized (Bernstein, 2003), foregrounding some meanings and 
backgrounding others. The effects of recontextualization cannot be 
thought of linearly, since meanings are organized and made in and across 
complex scales (Lemke, 1995). This has implications for conceptualizing 
the semiotic practices of discourse production, discourse circulation, 
and discourse interpretation as well as how meanings are made and re- 
made as discourse moves within and across social practices. This will be 
addressed in more detail in Chapters 3, 4, and 5.

As can be noted from the three points raised above, this approach to discourse 
attempts to defy and contest notions of meanings as static and ready- made 
entities that are detached from broader social, cultural, and political phe-
nomena and which can be ‘read’ linearly. On the contrary, the understanding 
of discourse here adopted foregrounds the ideological (Caldas- Coulthard & 
Coulthard, 1996), political (Rajagopalan, 2003, 2007), and fractal (Lemke, 
1998) nature of meaning- making and communication.

Multimodality

Several disciplines, such as linguistics, cultural studies, semiotics, visual 
studies, among others, have engaged in the analysis of different aspects of 
meaning and meaning- making, i.e. they have studied a particular semi-
otic mode or a particular set of modal resources (writing, speech, image, 
music, layout, etc.). These disciplines have worked rather independently, 
providing partial descriptions and explanations of how meaning- making 
works; this has resulted in a fragmented and atomized view of meaning 
(Bateman, 2014; Jewitt, 2008, 2014; van Leeuwen, 2004). In past 
decades, however, the broad field of inquiry known as multimodality or 
multimodal studies has emerged with a view to organizing and proposing 
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a coherent approach to analyzing meaning- making globally, attempting 
to capture the contribution of all semiotic resources to meaning- making.

Communication has always been multimodal in one way or another 
(Hodge, 2017). To be sure, multimodal studies do not claim that now 
we communicate multimodally and that in the past we communicated 
monomodally. On the contrary, they claim that texts are, by definition, 
multimodal:

According to the resource integration principle, texts are never 
monomodal. Monomodality is the result of a certain way of thinking 
of separate, distinct semiotic resources, abstracted from use, as 
existing in their own right. In practice, texts of all kinds are always 
multimodal, making use of, and combining, the resources of diverse 
semiotic systems in ways that show both generic (i.e. standardised) 
and text- specific (i.e. individual, even innovative) aspects. 

(Baldry & Thibault, 2010, p. 19)

Meaning making is the process, the activity of making and construing 
such patterned relations among different classes of such elements. The 
term multimodal thus recognises that, from an analytical standpoint, it 
is important and necessary to distinguish different classes of meaning- 
making resources rather than group them together as members of some 
more general class which fails to specify their individual characteristics. 
Such a class would be too general to be really useful. By the same token, 
the term multimodal recognises that different kinds of resources are 
combined to produce an overall textual meaning.

(Baldry & Thibault, 2010, p. 21)

While studies in multimodality claim that the very nature of communi-
cation is multimodal and that it needs to be addressed as such, they also 
acknowledge that recent processes of mass communication and information, 
datafication, fast migration, and fragmentation of meanings, discourses, 
and identities have had an effect on how we deploy semiotic resources 
for representational and communicational purposes (Kress, 2010). Let us 
illustrate this by considering textbook discourse. Machin (2007) discusses 
several changes that have occurred in textbook discourse over the years, 
drawing attention to the lower status images had in comparison to written 
texts, as well as the clear- cut separation— in terms of layout— there usually 
was between written text and images; he also attends to a clear preferred 
reading path that was designed for the reader. All of these characteristics 
seem to have changed substantively. Paraphrasing findings from Bezemer 
and Kress (2015), these changes can be found in terms of composition 
and design (linearity vs modularity), the role of image (illustrative vs con-
stitutive), preferred syntactic structures (hypotaxis vs parataxis), the use 
of modality or validity markers (use of color, depth, etc.), as well as the 
medium (printed page, online screen), among others.
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Despite the common agreement that communication has always been 
multimodal and that recent social and technological processes have 
expanded and transformed modes and media for making meanings, there 
is no unified understanding of the status of multimodality in research 
models and agendas. In this book, I follow other authors in arguing 
that multimodality is a ‘fragmented and unconsolidated field’ (Machin, 
Caldas- Coulthard, & Milani, 2016, p. 302) and a framework in the 
making (O’Halloran, 2012). In particular, and following Gualberto and 
Kress (2019), I do not see multimodality as a theory or as a methodology; 
but as ‘a field of work, a domain for inquiry, a description of the space 
and the resources which enter into meaning, in some way or another’ 
(Kress, 2011a, p. 242). This understanding of multimodality as a field 
of work foregrounds its transdisciplinary nature (Tan, O’Halloran, & 
Wignell, 2020).

In this book I am particularly interested in viewing multimodality from 
the perspective of social semiotics, that is to say, MSS (van Leeuwen, 
2004, 2005). To put it bluntly, social semiotics is a theory that assumes 
meaning- making is socially and culturally achieved (Hodge & Kress, 
1988; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2021). The point of departure is that the 
sign is socially and culturally situated, and ideologically motivated (Kress, 
1993; Vološinov, 1973). This goes hand in hand with the definition of 
discourse I use in this book, in that claiming that signs and discourses 
are situated and motivated leads us to see them as neither stable nor 
fixed (Lemke, 1995), because they constitute and are constituted by social 
interactions, practices, and processes. In adopting this perspective, we 
can better explore situated agency in meaning- making and sociocultural 
constraints as intertwined phenomena.

MSS have made great advances in describing the multimodal nature of 
communication by allowing research to:

(i) de- center language as the sole mode of communication, and con-
comitantly (ii) foreground the multiplicity of modes (visual, aural, 
graphic, etc.) engaged in making meanings to (iii) focus on how 
modes and resources become orchestrated and divide labor to make 
complex meanings which cannot be captured by looking into a par-
ticular mode in isolation.

(Canale, 2019, p. 44)

Advances have also influenced the development of DA, a field that 
traditionally focused on verbal language2 and relegated the non- verbal 
to paralinguistic and extralinguistic features. In foregrounding that dis-
course is, by definition, multimodal (Jewitt, 2016; Kress, 2010; Kress 
& van Leeuwen, 2001, 2021; Scollon & Levine, 2004) and that non- 
verbal resources also construct legitimate meanings, new possibilities and 
challenges emerge for discourse analysts, especially those in the field of 
multimodal discourse analysis (MMDA):
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In MMDA the textual ‘threads’ are many and they are materially 
diverse: gesture, speech, image (still or moving), writing, music (on 
a website or in a film). These, as well as three- dimensional entities, 
can be drawn into one textual/ semiotic whole. Text, in MMDA, is 
a multimodal semiotic entity in two, three or four dimensions: as 
when students in a science classroom make a 3D model of a plant 
cell, or when they perform a play scripted by them in a literature 
classroom (Franks, 1995, 1997; Franks and Jewitt, 2001). Texts, of 
whatever kind, are the result of the semiotic work of design, and of 
processes of composition and production. They result in ensembles 
composed of different modes, resting on the agentive semiotic work 
of the maker of such texts.

(Kress, 2011b, p. 36)

As shall be discussed throughout the book, MMDA is of growing 
interest to those engaged in analyzing textbook discourse and has a lot to 
contribute to the field of textbook studies.

Ethnography

Ethnography is by no means an easy term to define. As Blommaert and 
Dong (2010) point out, it is usually conceptualized as a method for 
empirical research, as a toolkit for describing context, as a set of research 
strategies, as a theory, or as a research program.

Despite its origins in anthropology, ethnographic research migrated 
to other disciplines, academic settings, contexts, and research traditions 
(see Howell, 2018). This contributed to multiplying the meanings of the 
term. The expansion of ethnographic research among social disciplines is 
sometimes interpreted as problematic in that different— and often times 
conflicting— understandings of the field emerge.3 However, there is also 
another way to see this: the expansion of ethnography across social dis-
ciplines shows its potential contribution to the study of very different 
social processes and phenomena.

In this book I do not attempt to make a full account of what eth-
nography is, but rather present some fundamental issues to characterize 
it and to show what particular forms/ understandings of ethnography 
might be articulated with discourse and multimodality in the field of 
textbook studies. Previous accounts of the articulation between ethnog-
raphy and discourse in textbook research— albeit not within the field of 
multimodality— can be found in Macgilchrist (2017).

Blommaert and Dong (2010) see ethnography as an intellectual 
program, that is to say, as a disciplinary space with its own epistemo-
logical/ ontological commitments and understandings. From here on, 
I will adopt this characterization of ethnography. I will underscore that 
this full intellectual program is flexible enough to be articulated with 
other programs, as long as commitments and compromises are made 
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explicit. In particular, I will foreground four main characteristics of this 
program and discuss how and to what extent it can be articulated with 
other programs for better understanding social objects, problems, and 
phenomena.

With regards to the four points I will present, two observations need 
to be made. Firstly, although for the sake of argumentation I will pre-
sent them separately, these points are, of course, interrelated. Secondly, 
if considered in isolation, each point discussed can be partially identified 
with other qualitative research programs. However, collectively they are 
the main characteristics of ethnographic research.

Research as learning process

A main commitment in ethnographic research has to do with the 
researcher’s own place (position, knowledge, perspective) with respect to 
the phenomenon under investigation. The role adopted by the researcher 
can be understood as that of a learner— see ethnographer learning (Brice 
Heath, 1983, p. 13); while the starting point of the learning process varies 
substantially, the principle of seeing research as learning applies to both 
ethnographies in which the researcher does not identify themselves as a 
member of the group, community, etc. and those in which they do.

The learning process is key for the researcher to fulfill one of their 
main roles as an ethnographer: to act as a translator. When discussing the 
notion of ethnography, Agar argues that:

It bridges the gap in understanding between the world of an audience 
that the ethnographer means to address, including him/ herself, and 
the world that is being researched. Ethnography, in other words, is a 
construction that shows how social action in the context of one world 
can be understood as coherent from the point of view of another.

(Agar, 2004, p. 21)

This ‘translation work’ can be related to two main characteristics of 
ethnographic research: its focus on meanings and meaning- making and 
the (co- )construction of knowledge (Rockwell, 2009). On the one hand, 
the ethnographer attempts to capture the situated and local meanings 
which make up a cosmogony— however narrow or broad it may be— and 
to embrace as much of its heterogeneity as possible. These meanings are, 
in fact, the material to be translated. On the other hand, the process— and 
the product— of such translation is, by definition, a way of constructing 
knowledge. In other words, the very process of learning becomes the 
actual product:

This provides ethnography with a peculiar, dynamic and dialectical 
epistemology in which the ignorance of the knower— the ethnog-
rapher— is a crucial point of departure (Fabian, 1995). Consequently, 
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ethnography attributes (and has to attribute) great importance to 
the history of what is commonly seen as ‘data’: the whole process 
of gathering and moulding knowledge is part of that knowledge; 
knowledge construction is knowledge, the process is the product (see 
Blommaert, 2001, 2004; Ochs, 1979).

(Blommaert & Dong, 2010, p. 10)

This process- oriented research work is, of course, one of the key 
aspects that call for continuous researcher reflexivity.

(Prolonged) engagement

Learning how social groups make meanings and what the broader 
implications of these meanings are for social and cultural life requires 
a type of intensive and sustained work that relies on engagement; trad-
itionally, this type of work has been referred to as prolonged engagement, 
emphasizing length or duration as a key feature:

In essence, researchers who employ prolonged engagement seek to 
become members of the community, going beyond what respondents 
tell them in initial interviews to discover more fully things that go 
unsaid in the early stages of all human encounters.

(Saucier Lundy, 2008, p. 690)

While observation issues such as how much time, in what place, 
and what type of practice are relevant to reflect on the implications, 
requirements, and demands of prolonged engagement, the type of ethno-
graphic work I will draw on looks into smaller phenomena than trad-
itional ethnographies do; more precisely, it looks into phenomena that 
move and change quite fast. Therefore, prolonged engagement certainly 
poses some challenges and even has a potentially different meaning if 
compared to traditional ethnographic models. However, a main principle 
of engagement remains constant in that thickness and richness of con-
textual description are key to this type of research.

In a discussion of the intersection of ethnography and research on 
policy and policy- making, Walford (2002) presents a list of minimum 
requirements of ethnographic research, among which is ‘direct and 
long- term engagement’ (p. 27). The author presents theoretical, meth-
odological, practical, and even bureaucratic aspects that might hinder 
ideal ethnographic design in terms of prolonged engagement. To these 
problems, the author adds the mobility and multi- sited nature of policy 
enactment as an object of study, which poses extra challenges. Walford’s 
notion of compressed ethnography (2002, p. 34) is an adequate meta-
phor to express what much contemporary ethnographic research and 
research sites are about. The metaphor is also adequate to reflect on the 
very dynamics of mobility and fragmentation in our current times, which 

 

 

 



Discourse, multimodality, and ethnography 13

13

call for a different understanding of the notion of prolonged engagement. 
I shall return to this issue later in the chapter in the section Fragmented 
ethnographies.

Thick and rich description

(Prolonged) engagement is perhaps one of the key features to provide rich 
and thick descriptions/ interpretations of phenomena under investigation. 
Since there is no agreement on the use of these terms in ethnography or, 
more broadly, in qualitative research, I shall clarify what I mean by these 
two terms. Before I do so, it should be noted that by description I do 
not mean mere description since any descriptive account requires inter-
pretive work.

By rich description I mean detailed and situated accounts of the 
contexts in which events take place. Rich descriptions, of course, have 
to do not only with (prolonged) engagement, but also with the variety of 
data sources, research tools, and strategies for collecting, documenting, 
and interpreting data.

As for thick description, the trajectories and meanings of the term are 
perhaps more complicated. It has been widely discussed that, in the seminal 
work of Geertz, the meaning of thick description is different from some of 
its current understandings (for an explanation of this see Maxwell, 1996; 
Maxwell & Mittapalli, 2008). Normally, thick description is used as a 
synonym to what I referred to here as rich description. However, origin-
ally the term had more to do with the type of account (emic/ etic) provided 
by the researcher than with the amount of account (or how detailed/ rich 
it was). Along these lines, for Packer (2011, p. 219) ‘thick description is 
not a matter of the amount of detail piled on. Thick description is how 
ethnographers “inscribe” the events they have witnessed and turn them 
into “accounts.” ’

Regardless of the various ways in which the terms rich and thick can 
be used, what I am particularly interested in here is arguing that rich 
and thick descriptions/ interpretations are necessary to make research 
findings migrate to other contexts, i.e. to make them transferable 
(Lincoln & Guba, 2000; Stake, 1994). Each context is in itself irreplicable 
(Goodwin & Duranti, 1992); however, the richer and thicker the ethno-
graphic description/ interpretation, i.e. how much detailed information 
we can provide and how much we attempt to capture participants’ own 
understandings and sense- making, the more sensibly and realistically 
our discussions and findings can enter into conversation with those of 
others.

Heterogeneity

Through situated, thick, and rich descriptions, the empirically- driven and 
inductive work of ethnography allows researchers to capture— as much 
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as possible— the complexity and heterogeneity of social and cultural life. 
In the words of Blommaert and Dong (2010):

Whereas in most other approaches, the target of scientific method 
is simplification and reduction of complexity, the target in eth-
nography is precisely the opposite. Reality is kaleidoscopic, com-
plex and complicated, often a patchwork of overlapping activities. 
Compare it to a soccer game. Usually, when we watch a soccer 
game on TV, we are focused on the movement of the ball and 
on a limited number of players in the area where the ball is. We 
rarely see all 22 players in the same shot on TV: the lens directs 
our attention to a subset of the space, the actors and activities. 
What we miss is the movement of the other players, the way they 
position themselves in anticipation of what comes next; we also 
miss the directions they give to one another, by shouting, pointing, 
pulling faces or making specific gestures. The 22 players perform 
all sorts of activities simultaneously: while an attacker moves for-
ward with the ball, a winger may run into a favourable position 
for a particular set- piece play; the central defender can urge his 
co- defenders to move forward so as to close the gap between for-
wards and defenders and reduce the space for the opponents when 
they launch a counter- attack; a midfielder may simultaneously 
move down to fill in the space left by an attacking defender. And 
another midfielder may move a bit closer to an attacker from the 
other side, so as to curtail the latter’s opportunities for movement 
when a counter- attack is launched; he might beckon a fellow mid-
fielder to close the gap he’s left by marking the attacker. All the 
players are constantly monitoring each other, and the coach does 
the same, shouting instructions to players from the sideline when-
ever he spots a potential problem. All of this happens at the same 
time, it is a series of seemingly unrelated— but obviously related— 
activities, very hard to describe in a linear and coherent narrative 
because as an activity it is not linear and coherent but multiple, 
layered, chequered and unstable.

(p. 11)

As the reader can note, this understanding of social and cultural phe-
nomena as heterogeneous and complex goes hand in hand with the defin-
ition of discourse as social practice outlined earlier in this chapter. Along 
these lines, it is interesting to note that heterogeneity is not necessarily 
a matter of scope. Both large and narrow phenomena are all part of 
social and cultural life and, thus, they are complex and heterogeneous. 
Conceptually, heterogeneity reminds us that the label culture— no matter 
how broadly or narrowly defined— tends to hide differences within a 
group and also similarities across groups (Agar, 1996).
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Fragmented ethnographies

The social and cultural world in which we live is, in many ways, different 
from the world in which classic ethnographies were conducted. The highly 
fragmented (Knoblauch, 2005) and discontinuous contexts (Marcus, 
1995) in which meanings are made and circulate call for alternative ways 
to follow the fast- changing and fragmentary trajectories of people, cul-
ture, and meanings. This poses new challenges and opens up new paths 
for semiotic and ethnographic research.

In terms of representation, interaction, communication, and iden-
tity (re)shaping, we have moved from social metaphors of stability to 
instability, from unity to fragmentation (Kress, 2007). The fragmentation 
of the modern subject (Hall, 2005) has changed the landscape of identity. 
More than ever before, the logics and politics of contemporary communi-
cation expose the interactive, dynamic, and dislocated nature of identity 
and meaning- making (Iedema & Caldas- Coulthard, 2008).

Far from representing an attempt to romanticize previous notions of 
identity, what I would like to highlight is the fact that new emerging 
social, cultural, economic, and political conditions have implications for 
how our identities— and the meanings we make— circulate across time 
and space. Ethnographic research faces new challenges and demands: if 
what ethnography tries to do is to capture and translate situated and 
grounded meanings, then it needs to be equipped to grasp such meanings 
in the ways they are produced and in the various ways in which they 
travel across spatiotemporal scales.

For different purposes, various contemporary approaches to ethno-
graphic research acknowledge the fragmented, dislocated, and turbulent 
nature of meaning- making, offering alternatives to traditionally- established 
views of ethnography. These alternatives have— in one way or another— 
informed my own understanding of ethnographic research. For the pur-
pose of this book, the label fragmented ethnographies binds together some 
of these approaches to ethnographic work. Despite some differences, 
which go beyond the scope of this chapter, collectively these approaches 
make a call to renegotiate our understanding of identity, meaning, time, 
and place and how these can be researched ethnographically.

Focused ethnography (Knoblauch, 2005) can be understood as an 
umbrella term for a number of approaches that share some views on how 
to narrow down traditional ethnography. Focused ethnographies fore-
ground the fragmented nature of human interaction, communication, and 
activities in our current times. They examine smaller scales, scenarios, and 
contexts if compared to traditional ethnographies; this does not neces-
sarily imply that they abandon principles such as going after rich and 
thick descriptions/ interpretations. On the contrary, this type of approach 
seeks to compensate for the shorter duration of fieldwork (and its poten-
tial limitations in terms of richness and thickness of description) by 
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striving for density of data collection (Knoblauch, 2005). In this type of 
ethnography, focusing usually means that the researcher narrows down 
their interest to a particular problem or aspect that becomes the object 
of investigation, smaller groups and scales are considered, and intensive 
processes for data collection and analysis are favored (Wall, 2015).

Digitization, massification, and other processes that have taken 
place in past decades pose new challenges and present new opportun-
ities for research. While the overwhelming amount of data and informa-
tion transfer is still growing— and its asymmetric trajectories need to be 
empirically investigated— ethnographic accounts are needed more than 
ever before in that more attention needs to be paid to the new scenarios 
and conditions in which fragmented and dislocated online meanings and 
practices take place. This posits both benefits and challenges to ethno-
graphic research.

Among researchers interested in incorporating online and digital 
practices into their ethnographic accounts, different labels have 
appeared to refer to ethnographic research that explores such inter-
active and communicative practices. Varis (2016, p. 55– ff) reviews 
some of these labels, such as: digital ethnography, virtual ethnography, 
cyberethnography, discourse- centered online ethnography, Internet eth-
nography, ethnography of the Internet, ethnography of virtual spaces, 
ethnographic research on the Internet, Internet- related ethnography, 
netnography.

In her account of ethnography for the Internet, Hine (2015) argues that:

The Internet needs ethnography, but those very factors that make it 
fascinating are also challenging for ethnographers, as they seek to 
find coherent ways to carve out a researchable object from the mass 
of temporal and spatial complexity and the interweaving social and 
cultural processes that create the Internet and embed it in everyday 
life. The Internet is inherently diverse, flexible, and heterogeneous, 
and thus demands an adaptive, situated, methodological response. 
Some inventive methodological strategies are required to enable us 
to explore the textures of social life which result as people combine 
online and offline experiences in complex, and unpredictable fashion.

(p. 13)

To some extent, media ethnography shares some of these interests 
and understandings of (online) ethnographic research. The field of 
media ethnography is quite heterogeneous, but in general terms it can 
be argued that approaches to media ethnography share two main foci: 
media audiences and media production (Murphy, 2014). Research on 
media ethnography foregrounds the growing importance of media in our 
social life and interactions (Junnilainen & Luhtakallio, 2015). This gives 
way to a broad understanding of media, which includes textbooks. As 
Macgilchrist argues:
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Textbooks operate not only as curricular objects; they are also media 
(Stein, 1978). Few discussions of textbooks consider them in their 
mediality, where media are understood as ‘socially realized structures 
of communication, where structures include both technological forms 
and their associated protocols, and where communication is a cul-
tural practice, a ritualized collocation of different people on the same 
mental map, sharing or engaged with popular ontologies of represen-
tation’ (Gitelman, 2006, p. 7). Central to this definition of media, and 
important for this practice- oriented study, is that it involves not only 
material ‘technological form’ (for printed textbooks: the paper, hard 
cover, weight, colour, linear chapter logic; for digital textbooks: the 
tablet and touchscreen, laptop and keyboard, the source code, bits 
and bytes), but also ‘their associated protocols,’ the ways in which 
people engage with these technological forms from their situated 
embeddedness in particular sociocultural- historic configurations.

(Macgilchrist, 2017, pp. 13– 14)

The approaches to ethnography outlined above share an understanding 
of the fragmented, dislocated, and discontinuous nature of interaction 
and identity in contemporary communication. From different angles, they 
postulate the need to redefine issues of place, meaning- making, and cul-
ture, as well as the methods and tools available for approaching these in 
our current times. Shorter periods of field observation, more and diverse 
sites to observe, more intensive and detailed qualitative data analysis, 
more varied data sources, and narrowed- down questions and research 
objects are some of the issues at stake.

Ethnographic approaches to discourse, as I shall define in the next 
section, seem to articulate particularly well with the type of research 
proposed by fragmented ethnographies.

Ethnographic approaches to discourse

The relationship between DA and ethnographic research is quite com-
plex since the two can be articulated in different ways and for different 
purposes. Research might draw more heavily on one or the other, or— 
however implausible it may be— even attempt to strike a perfect balance 
between both.

While this partnership has much to offer, it is true that the ways in 
which this articulation can be achieved ‘is not a straightforward matter’ 
(Hammersley, 2005, p. 16). In spite of this, there are several points of 
articulation and connections between both, at least in the way in which 
ethnographic research and discourse have been defined in this chapter.

As a point of departure, in this book I adopt an ethnographic orien-
tation to discourse (Carranza, 2013, 2020): this means that I draw on 
methods and research tools that are ethnographically- driven but also that 
my own understanding of discourse and meaning- making is ethnographic 
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in that I see discourse as a situated practice which is shaped by— and 
at the same time shapes— situational, cultural, political, and historical 
conditions. In other words, research reported in this book can be thought 
of as adopting an ethnographic perspective (rather than doing ethnog-
raphy) as well as using some ethnographic tools (Green & Bloome, 1997). 
To sum up, my main interest is to situate textbook discourse ethnograph-
ically; my fields of inquiry are CDA and MMDA (or MMCDA), and I do 
this is by drawing on ethnographic approaches and tools.

My view of the articulation between DA and ethnographic research 
draws on Macgilchrist and van Hout’s proposal. In a study of news pro-
duction, the authors claim:

As a theoretical and methodological perspective on situated 
practices, ethnography is particularly useful for examining dis-
course production. Nevertheless, we share John SWALES’ (1998) 
hesitation to use the noun form ‘ethnography’ for our studies on 
discourse production. He refers to his seminal discourse analyt-
ically inspired study of situated academic writing practices as a 
‘textography’ to ‘mean something more than a disembodied textual 
or discoursal analysis, but something less than a full ethnographic 
account (1998, p.1).’

(Macgilchrist & van Hout, 2011, n/ p)

This leads the authors to clarify the status, reach, and scope of their 
articulation. Discourse represents their field of inquiry and ethnographic— 
in the adjectival form— represents, as they claim, the type of work on dis-
course they engage in:

Likewise, given our fairly specific (thick) attention to discourse and 
discursive practices, we prefer to use the adjectival form ‘ethno-
graphic’ to embed our studies in the epistemology, attitude and 
research methods associated with ethnography but to bode caution 
in the type and scope of ‘findings’ the studies will provide. Our aim 
in the extended analysis below is not, for instance, to provide a full 
ethnographic account of practices in the newsroom.

(Macgilchrist & van Hout, 2011, n/ p)

In a discussion on the scope of linguistic ethnography, Rampton et al. 
(2004) argue that even though there are obvious differences and tensions 
between linguistics and ethnographic research, linguistics ties ethnog-
raphy down while ethnography opens linguistics up. In her ethnographic- 
discursive account of school textbook production, Macgilchrist (2017) 
adheres to this notion. Her investigation of practices of textbook produc-
tion provides food for thought as to how and for what purposes to articu-
late discourse and ethnographically- driven research. In this book, I draw 
on her work at the intersection of discourse, ethnography, and textbook 
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research. What I add to this intersection is the notion of multimodality, 
as explained next.

A multimodal and ethnographic approach to (textbook) 
discourse

The approach to textbook discourse analysis adopted in this book 
foregrounds the study of meaning production, interpretation, and circu-
lation as situated semiotic practices by focusing on two aspects: the multi-
plicity of semiotic modes in discourse, meaning, and meaning- making, 
and the fact that discourse, meaning, meaning- making, and resources for 
making meanings are tightly linked to situational, cultural, and historical 
contexts.

The potential complementarity of multimodality and ethnographically- 
driven research has become an object of interest among researchers in the 
past two decades. Several arguments have been deployed both in favor 
and against this articulation, as reviewed in Dicks et al. (2011). More 
positive views of this articulation are found in Kress (2011a) and Dicks, 
Soyinka, and Coffey (2006), while more pessimistic views are found in 
Pink (2009, 2011).

Throughout this book I will explore several semiotic practices 
(representation, communication, interaction, learning, and mediatization) 
to argue why an ethnographic and multimodal approach to textbooks is 
more apt to analyze textbook discourse as both text and practice (see 
Chapter 2). It must be noted, however, that how and to what extent these 
approaches should be articulated depends on the research design and 
the phenomena under investigation. Paraphrasing Kress (2011a), in this 
book I am not necessarily calling for a full merge of ethnographic and 
multimodal research but for an exploration of potential complementarity 
and cooperation.

Three basic observations need to be made to draw attention to 
why ethnographic, multimodal, and discursive analyses can indeed be 
articulated:

• Ethnography, DA, and MSS attend to situated social action and 
meanings, addressing the complexity of everyday communication in 
social life;

• They are research fields in which varied and various sources of 
(usually qualitative) data can be collected and analyzed to explore 
issues of social life, including transcripts, notes, artifacts made by 
participants, among others. However, how these are handled and the 
type of intensive/ extensive analysis required differs;

• While ethnography usually adopts a broader scope by focusing on 
social and cultural processes, MSS and DA tend to focus on material 
instantiations (texts) from which broader contexts and processes are 
inferred or theorized.
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Structure and organization of the book

Throughout this book I will frame MSS, MMCDA, and ethnographically- 
oriented research as close partners for pushing forward the field of 
textbook (discourse) studies. To do this, each chapter will revolve 
around a specific semiotic practice: representation and communica-
tion, interaction, learning, and mediatization. Analyses and discussions 
presented originated in different research studies, which will be briefly 
contextualized in each corresponding chapter. The diversity of research 
studies presented will cater for a relatively wide diversity of research 
sites and social practices.

As the reader will note, each study required me to foreground par-
ticular issues of multimodal and ethnographic research. In other words, 
analytical tools and analyses are not replicated across studies. Each 
chapter addresses the articulation between ethnographic research and 
multimodality in a distinct manner. This is due to the fact that since each 
research study was designed around specific research goals, they required 
me to draw on specific tools and research practices. For this reason, 
I write about an ‘articulation’ and not about a ‘model’ for multimodal 
and ethnographic research.

The reader will also note that sometimes transcripts and participant 
anonymization procedures are presented in different ways. Each study 
required me to transcribe in different ways and to identify particular 
patterns in interaction. In addition, since in each study the identity of 
participants can be more or less apparent in the local community (for 
instance, because of their institutional roles), I decided not to replicate 
the same anonymization procedures in transcripts; each research study 
produced its own protocols and anonymization procedures.

Chapter 2 starts by conceptualizing the notion of the textbook as 
semiotic artifact, curriculum artifact, cultural artifact, and market 
commodity. Then, it moves on to discuss the textbook as text and 
as discourse, and the implications for the analysis of textbook 
representations. Along these lines, the chapter discusses the epistemo-
logical and ontological implications of explicitly or implicitly adopting 
a particular operationalization of representation. The chapter also 
expands the notion of representation in textbook studies by articu-
lating it with the notion of communication, as defined by Kress (2010). 
This is illustrated with the analysis of ethnographic data of the produc-
tion process of an EFL textbook series and the negotiation of visual 
character design.

Chapter 3 articulates representation/ communication with the con-
cept of interaction. The point of departure for this chapter is the 
operationalization of interaction as the situated ways in which social 
actors draw on semiotic resources to make sense of and in the world 
around them by representing and communicating with others; thus, 
(dynamically) constructing their social identities and those of others. 
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Different types of interaction are considered for the purpose of ana-
lyzing textbooks: intersemiosis or the interaction between modes, media, 
and semiotic resources, textbook interaction with imagined and real 
audiences, and human– textbook interaction in the classroom. Drawing 
on findings of a discourse- oriented ethnographic research in an EFL class-
room, the chapter sheds light on how the teacher frames the use of two 
artifacts for students: laptops and textbooks. In particular, the analysis 
draws attention to several factors that need to be considered (in terms of 
design, use, and agency) to explore how teachers and students interact 
with the textbook in the semiotic environment of the classroom and what 
the implications are for curriculum and pedagogy.

Chapter 4 argues that qualitative textbook discourse studies do not 
usually operationalize or investigate learning empirically. The chapter 
introduces the notion of learning as semiotic transformation (Bezemer 
& Kress, 2016; Kress, 2015) in order to call for more discursive and 
socio- semiotically oriented research on textbooks to pay attention to how 
learning can be qualitatively traced in human– textbook interaction. By 
continuing a line of research that sets out to examine textbook discourse 
transformation in the classroom (Canale, 2019; Canale & Furtado, 
2021), the chapter analyzes signs of learning which students make to 
contest textbook discourse. Examples of the ethnographic research study 
outlined in Chapter 3 are used to discuss the importance of recognizing 
and legitimating these signs of learning as agentive transformations and 
as legitimate meanings made by students across semiotic modes and 
media in the classroom.

Chapter 5 focuses on situated ways of exploring textbook discourse 
outside schools and classrooms. It explores a context in which text-
book discourse circulates but which has not been the object of many 
textbook discourse studies yet: the media and, in particular, news dis-
course. By discussing how one image of a gender and sexuality guidebook 
became decontextualized, recontextualized, mediatized, and thematized 
in national news in Uruguay, the chapter looks at how negative reactions 
to the guidebook became newsworthy. The case at hand illustrates the 
ways that debates over educational media in the news become proxies for 
wider ideological and semiotic disputes over the right to mean in society 
(Lemke, 1995).

Chapter 6 closes the book by articulating the discussions and findings 
of each of the previous chapters. The semiotic practices under inves-
tigation (representation, communication, interaction, learning, and 
mediatization) are characterized and discussed in light of critical and 
multimodal textbook discourse studies. Emphasis is laid on how the 
situated approach to textbook discourse outlined throughout the book 
can help the field to move forward. The chapter also discusses limitations 
of the approach and potential future directions.

Far from attempting to offer a research model to be replicated in other 
social sites and scenarios, the book seeks to offer a set of arguments for 
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the need to articulate ethnographic and multimodal analysis in the field of 
textbook studies, together with empirical examples of different research 
sites. For such purpose, the book wishes to provide a critical discussion 
of textbook discourse production, interpretation, circulation, and con-
sumption/ use.

Notes

 1 Angermuller, Maingueneau, and Wodak (2014) also include language as a 
third dimension next to context and practice. However, because of my own 
alignment with MSS, I prefer to think of meaning- making in a broader sense, 
including a wide array of verbal and non- verbal resources.

 2 For a discussion of CDA and its traditional focus on the verbal, see Blommaert 
(2005). Multimodal approaches to CDA— MMCDA have clearly overcome 
this limitation (see Machin, Caldas- Coulthard, & Milani, 2016; Machin & 
van Leeuwen, 2007; Roderick, 2016; van Leeuwen, 2011; Zhao et al., 2018, 
to name a few).

 3 It is widely recognized that within the field of anthropology there are epis-
temological and ontological differences between understandings of ethno-
graphic research (Rockwell, 2009). This is one of the reasons why it would be 
more appropriate to talk about ethnographies than to talk about ethnography 
(Blommaert & Dong, 2010).
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2  Textbook representation and 
communication

Some years ago I participated in a panel about multimodality, lan-
guage teaching, and learning at a conference. At the time, I was starting 
to explore situated agency in learning by analyzing the ways in which 
teachers and students open ideological spaces for exerting agency in the 
classroom. My focus was on how students filled these spaces by more or 
less explicitly questioning hegemonic (visual and written) representations 
of social reality that global and international teaching materials provided 
them with, even when such educational media seemed to offer little space 
for ideological creativity and contestation.

My presentation dealt with the visual and verbal prosody that 
surrounds the notion of ‘family’ in English as a foreign language (EFL) 
textbooks, a topic that frequently appears in these books. Despite a 
few exemplary exceptions, global and international textbooks tend to 
idealize and naturalize particular representations of the (traditional) 
family, whose practices, interests, and problems revolve around the same 
recurrent issues. White, heterosexual, middle-  and upper- class members 
of the family are depicted in everyday situations or, in better terms, what 
can be understood to be everyday situations for particular segments of 
society, such as: traveling abroad for pleasure, eating out at a fancy res-
taurant, shopping, or trying on clothes for a dinner party. These type of 
practices— overrepresented in language textbooks— draw on what Gray 
(2010) calls safe contents (i.e. unproblematic/ unproblematized topics 
that the global textbook market would easily allow for circulation) and 
on what Gray and Block (2014) refer to as the construal of a middle- class 
feel. These issues will be addressed in more detail in Chapter 4.

What these textbook representations depict— and what they fail to 
depict— led me to some key questions about the global textbook at hand 
and the local classroom in which it was used: to what extent were these 
representations relatable to most learners in Uruguay (or anywhere else)? 
More importantly, did these representations attempt to be relatable? 
Did they attempt to mirror social reality? Did they attempt to construct 
a particular social reality? Did they attempt to make students aspire 
to a particular social reality? Whatever our tentative answer to each 
of these questions may be, a common denominator remains: textbook 
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representations show/ construct/ point to particular worldviews, lifestyles, 
and social practices and they background and even exclude others.

Despite this pessimistic scenario, students and teachers are semiotic 
workers who can take small- scale actions to defy such representations. 
This was one of the points I tried to make in my panel presentation by 
showing ethnographic data of a beginner EFL classroom in Uruguay. In 
the example I presented, a student questioned whiteness in the textbook: 
all the families depicted were white (to which we could add they were 
also middle- class and heterosexual). I analyzed the multimodal semiotic 
work through which the student was defying this notion of the white 
family (i.e. her drawings, her comments, and her oral description of her 
own family in contrast to those depicted in the textbook). Some of these 
issues have been widely discussed by critical textbook discourse analysis; 
however, the argument I made during my presentation was less convin-
cing than I expected.

What would you like the textbook to show? Would you expect it to 
teach about the family by showing very poor, black, or gay people? The 
textbook seeks to be transparent for learners. This is a non- verbatim— 
and somewhat washed- down— transcript of the questions/ criticism 
I received from a member of the audience. Much as I disagree with the 
assumptions these questions make about what is transparent, neutral, 
and legitimate to be represented in a textbook and how these connect to 
the notion of family, the questions were a reminder of how complex the 
semiotic process of representation is and, at the same time, how simple 
a representation looks once it becomes a finalized semiotic product that 
‘makes perfect sense’ in a wider symbolic system that reinforces long- 
established hegemonic ideologies.

While I strongly reject the ideological implications behind the rhet-
orical questions I was asked at the conference panel, I believe several 
interesting points can be raised. Such points are relevant for the critical 
analysis of textbook representations, namely:

• Representations have a complex relationship with what we call 
‘social reality’;

• Representations are both the process and the result of ongoing semi-
otic negotiations and struggles over social reality;

• Representations make meanings at the intersection of two semiotic 
processes: production and interpretation.

The three points raised above can be used to imagine a conversation 
between my commentator and myself. Indeed, textbook representations 
cannot capture the full complexity and heterogeneity of social reality (but 
do they make an effort to do so?1), neither can textbook representations 
be understood in isolation or abstraction because they are designed for 
particular imagined audiences (but do they let their audiences know how 
they are being designed/ shaped?). One could even go a step forward and 
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claim textbooks do attempt to be ‘neutral’ (but neutral to whom?). These 
are key issues in critical textbook discourse analysis.

Textbooks as educational media

The school textbook is one of the many educational media (Fuchs & 
Bock, 2018) that are used in classrooms and schools. As all educational 
media, textbooks are artifacts through which formal education and 
instruction become articulated and enacted. But what type of artifacts 
are they? In fact, they are— simultaneously— artifacts of different types. 
They are material (Lemke, 2000) or object- artifacts (Bezemer & Kress, 
2008) with particular designs and materialities and with specific semi-
otic properties: their design and materiality usually favor some types 
of user– object interaction, guide semiosis, and shape user’s agency. 
Textbooks are also curriculum artifacts (Apple & Christian- Smith, 1991) 
through which official knowledge is enacted in the classroom (Moss & 
Chamorro, 2008): they favor some forms and sources of knowledge over 
others. Along these lines, they are also used as an instrument for organ-
izing (legitimated) content and orchestrating the lesson, administering 
teaching and learning, and prioritizing certain teaching and learning 
styles over others. In so doing, textbooks also contribute to mediating 
pedagogical identities in the classroom. But textbooks are also cultural 
artifacts (Gray, 2010) through which school subjects come to construe 
themselves and social reality in particular ways. As cultural artifacts, 
they produce and are produced by (a) culture (Canale, 2019); thus, they 
can establish, reinforce, or less frequently, defy hegemonic worldviews 
and cosmogonies. Finally, textbooks can also be market commodities 
(Apple & Christian- Smith, 1991) which are produced, consumed, and 
used at different scales (locally, regionally, internationally, and globally). 
Like any other commodity, textbooks circulate in the market, becoming 
estranged from both their producers and the context of production, and 
compete with other products.

The above description suffices to show that textbooks are very com-
plex educational media. This complexity is not only due to their design, 
materiality, and production process, but also due to the many overlap-
ping roles they play in education. Textbooks are embedded in broad and 
complex social, cultural, economic, and political processes which need to 
be considered for a critical, situated, and comprehensive analysis of their 
discourse.

Several disciplines and research fields have engaged in theorizing, con-
ceptualizing, and examining textbooks critically, including the sociology 
of education, cultural politics, and curriculum studies (Apple, 2004; Au, 
2012; Flinders & Thornton, 2017), critical discourse analysis (van Dijk, 
2003), ethnographic approaches to discourse (Macgilchrist, 2018), crit-
ical applied linguistics (Gray, 2010, 2012), just to name a few. In past 
decades, textbook studies emerged with an important challenge: unifying 
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the research field while— at the same time— maintaining a pluralistic 
approach. Along these lines, Fuchs and Bock (2018) argue that:

This spectrum of disciplinary loci means that most researchers whose 
work focuses on textbooks do not expressly consider themselves to 
be ‘textbook researchers’ but instead define themselves in line with 
their primary disciplinary orientation. This means that newcomers 
to the field and early- career scholars in particular often struggle with 
finding their voice and direction within this highly diverse field, a 
survey of which is a challenging undertaking. The field of textbook 
studies is crying out for a comprehensive introduction to its disparate 
landscape and a clear overview of its thematic emphases, theoretical 
approaches, and methodological procedures.

(p. 2)

The polyphonous and polymorphic nature of textbook studies requires 
a multidisciplinary and transdisciplinary understanding in order to 
draw on local findings of different disciplines to create a new integrated 
whole. Despite this, it is fair to claim that qualitative and critical research 
have thus far made substantive contributions to our understanding 
of textbooks. Studies in curriculum theory and cultural politics have 
critiqued the role of the school textbook in legitimating what states— 
or external agencies— validate as official knowledge (Apple, 2003), by 
authorizing particular views of social reality (Apple & Christian- Smith, 
1991). Sociocognitive approaches to critical discourse analysis (CDA) 
have examined how textbook discourse constructs specific models of 
shared knowledge for learners (van Dijk, 2005; van Dijk & Atienza, 
2011). Social semiotics has foregrounded the substantive changes that 
textbooks have undergone in the past century (Bezemer & Kress, 2010, 
2015). For their part, ethnographic approaches to discourse have shown 
the complexity behind the textbook production process (Macgilchrist, 
2012, 2018) and their use in the classroom (Canale, 2019).

To this complex scenario, we should add that the delimitation of what 
a textbook is has been the subject of debate, at least in some research 
traditions. In English, terms such as textbook, school textbook, course-
book, guidebook, and workbook are some of the names that recur in the 
specialized literature to refer to similar— and yet different— types of edu-
cational media. In Spanish, manual escolar, libro de texto, libro escolar, 
libro de texto escolar, guía didáctica also represent this taxonomic diver-
sity. The differences among these terms— albeit usually small— can refer 
to the genre, the audience, or the particular pedagogic organization of the 
medium (Tosi, 2018).

The fact that textbooks are undergoing rapid changes in their design, 
materiality, and distribution adds to this classification problem. In gen-
eral, textbooks can be said to be transitioning toward image- centricity, 
user interaction, and learner- centeredness. The intensity and extent to 
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which this is happening of course depends on the content subject and 
the market at hand. Many textbooks also seem to be migrating from 
paper to digital media or to offer both possibilities. Despite these ongoing 
changes, a fact remains: textbooks are one of the most important educa-
tional media— if not the most important one— in formal education and 
instruction.

Throughout this book, I will mainly focus on what is tradition-
ally considered a school textbook, i.e. a pedagogically organized book 
through which a school subject or a content area is presented to learners 
with varied degrees of imagined interaction between them and the 
material at hand. Needless to say, the pedagogical organization of the 
textbook depends on the content area, on its materiality and design and, 
more importantly, on other factors such as the period of time in which 
the textbook was produced (see Friesen, 2017). Occasionally, I will also 
consider guidebooks (Chapter 5) and, in particular, teacher guidebooks. 
In Chapter 3, I will also consider laptops and how they interact with 
textbooks in the classroom. I decided to include them in my analysis in 
so far as they are used in the classroom as another form of educational 
media and they share semiotic labor with textbooks.

In other words, while in most chapters I will exclusively focus on 
school textbooks, in other chapters I will also include other forms of 
educational media which interact with them. This decision stems from 
a theoretical position: this book assumes that situating textbook dis-
course requires, among other things, to consider how the textbook 
interacts with other artifacts and educational media in different semiotic 
environments.

Textbook as discourse

Any text is, by definition, heterogeneous (Kristeva, 1981a, 1981b). 
However, textbooks are heterogeneous in particular ways. As Apple 
and Christian- Smith (1991) have pointed out, the textbook as a textual 
product results from the semiotic and ideological negotiation of the 
interests and worldviews of many producers. The term ‘producers’ here 
refers to the several social actors and institutions directly or indirectly 
engaged in the process of textbook development and production: writers, 
designers, editors, copy- setters, among others. Taking into account the 
complexity of the production process, textbook analysis needs to cap-
ture the fact that textbooks constitute a complex communicative event 
(Menéndez, 1998): they condense several institutional interests and 
voices who can simultaneously address a three- fold audience: teachers, 
students, and schools.

To this complexity, we should add the fact that the textbook is 
produced and used by means of recurrent discursive dislocation and 
relocation. Textbooks are produced across several editorial stages, which 
usually take place in different time and place coordinates. In this process, 
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the audiences of the textbook become designed and redesigned. In add-
ition, producers’ degree of familiarity and prior knowledge of the target 
audience also varies. For instance, when a textbook results from a specific 
state policy, producers usually have more contextual, demographic, and 
sociocultural information about the real audience, but when a textbook 
results from international commercial and editorial policies, producers 
might more heavily need to shape the imagined audience through normal-
ization strategies, usually aiming for what Gray (2010) calls the global 
textbook market.

The abovementioned description suffices to make a point about the 
complex and dynamic nature of the textbook. Despite the fact that the 
textbook appears to be a static and ready- made collection of texts and 
tasks, its design and production process entails constant migration of 
meanings and negotiation across stages and practices. What does this 
tell us about textbook discourse? How can we define textbook discourse 
in these terms? And, more importantly, what does textbook discourse 
require from us as analysts?

As discussed in Chapter 1, discourse can be thought of as both text 
and practice (Fairclough, 1989, 2003) and as semiotic instantiation and 
semiotic process (Lemke, 1995). From a discourse- oriented approach, the 
textbook can be thought of in these terms: textbooks are both texts and 
at the same time they are part of wider situated social practices (Canale, 
2021a). Far from being trivial, this characterization of the textbook has 
implications for theory and analysis.

As text, textbooks do a lot of ideological work in providing 
representations which either claim or assume what social reality is, classi-
fying it and presenting it in such a way that it is often hard for learners to 
judge or contest what is being represented and how it is being represented. 
In other words, textbook as text underscores the structural agency behind 
the process of textbook production. A lot of research has explored the 
textbook as text by analyzing its content and representations. This has 
produced substantial evidence of the textual and discursive mechanisms 
through which textbooks reinforce particular dominant ideologies, legit-
imate specific types and forms of knowledge, favor the interests of some 
groups over others, and reproduce dominant discourses.

However, if we consider the complex environments in which 
textbooks are produced, distributed, and consumed/ used, it becomes 
apparent that textbooks are indeed part of wider semiotic processes and 
practices. As I have claimed elsewhere (Canale, 2021a), while analyzing 
the textbook as text allows us to unveil how structural power operates 
in textbook discourse, examining the textbook as part of a wider social 
practice allows us to explore the mechanisms through which textbook 
producers— at the stage of production— and textbook users— in the 
classroom— negotiate textbook discourse. As outlined in Chapter 1, this 
requires researchers to study textbooks ethnographically so as to situate 
its discourse.
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Before moving to the next section, I shall briefly characterize the text-
book in two complementary ways, namely: the textbook as a form of 
educational discourse and as a form of pedagogic discourse.

According to van Dijk (2005), the textbook is one of the many 
instantiations and manifestations of what we call educational discourse. 
Educational discourse here refers to a vast array of sociodiscursive 
objects, situations, and events that usually take place in the classroom 
(and in other school scenarios), such as: educational media, teaching 
and learning materials, different forms of teacher– student interaction, 
among others (van Dijk, 1981). While this definition points to different 
phenomena, they are all manifestations of the institutional discourse of 
formal education. Along these lines, we could think of ‘education’ as the 
social institution and ‘schools’ as the contexts in which textbooks are 
used and for which textbooks are produced.

At the same time, the textbook can be thought as a form of pedagogic 
discourse. Textbooks play a key role in mediating— and also constructing— 
the curriculum. In so doing, they shape particular social relations and iden-
tities for learners and teachers in the classroom (Bezemer & Kress, 2010). 
This interplay between curriculum and pedagogy becomes more apparent 
if we think of the textbook and the processes of recontextualization in 
pedagogic discourse (Bernstein, 2003) through which meanings and texts 
become dislocated and relocated across contexts and social practices. 
Textbook discourse recontextualizes scientific and disciplinary discourses 
(history, social sciences, mathematics, biology, etc.). The migration of 
meanings and texts through time and space always involves gains and 
losses (Fairclough, 2006): while some meanings made within the original 
social practice might be lost, new ones are made to cater for the new 
social practice at hand. This has implications not only in terms of the 
school curriculum but also in terms of pedagogy and how the social iden-
tities of teachers and students will be enacted.

Textbook as representation and communication

So far, I have discussed some general features of the textbook and its 
discourse. The remainder of this chapter will revolve around textbook 
representation and communication. By drawing on how previous authors 
have defined representation and communication as semiotic practices, 
I will claim that both need to be attended to simultaneously in textbook 
discourse analysis.

Hall (2010) discussed three main theories/ approaches to representa-
tion: reflexive, intentional, and constructivist; the implications of these 
three approaches for textbook analysts have been discussed by Risager 
(2018), with particular attention to the analysis of foreign language 
textbooks. In short, Hall explains that a reflexive approach to represen-
tation assumes that the signs we make refer to (reflect) (a) reality whether 
objective or imagined. ‘Meaning’ here is thought to reside in the reality 
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which is pointed to by signs. An intentional approach to representa-
tion sees the problem from the opposite angle: meanings are thought to 
reside in their producer or author: signs mean what I (the sign- maker) 
intend them to mean. This focus on the authorial nature of sign- making 
overtly rejects the reflexive understanding of representation. Unlike the 
previous two, a constructivist approach to representation assumes that 
meanings are socially constructed. We could reformulate this and claim 
that meaning results from social engagement in semiotic labor. Along 
these lines, a distinction is made between the material and the symbolic 
worlds, although they of course overlap. From this perspective, represen-
tation symbolically constructs meanings through the semiotic work of the 
sign- maker. In other words, to represent is to make things mean (Hall, 
2010). As the reader can note, this view of representation lays emphasis 
on interpretation as an active process which is key to meaning- making 
(Hall, 1997).

In light of the above description, how can we define (textbook) represen-
tation for the purposes of situated textbook analysis? In this book, I will 
define representation as the semiotic process— and the resulting semiotic 
product— through which social actors more or less explicitly negotiate 
aspects of the social world to frame them to a particular audience. Let me 
explain what this definition means to me.

Representation is dialectical in nature: it is both a process and a 
product. As a process, it is historically, politically, socially, and cultur-
ally grounded. The very process is enabled, shaped, and conditioned by 
broader issues of context, power, and agency. Social actors— individuals, 
groups, or institutions— exercise agency in the very act of representing. 
However, agency is to some extent restricted by structural power and is 
also managed in different ways in consonance with the agency of others 
and with environmental factors. As a semiotic product, representation is 
a crystallized and finalized instantiation of agency. Instantiation is neither 
a reflexive nor a neutral activity: what becomes instantiated or textualized 
is only part of the broader semiotic process of representation. In other 
words, instantiation is also an issue of power and agency. In the instan-
tiation process, tensions between what is shown and what is hidden, 
what is said and what is silenced, what is acknowledged and what is 
assumed, can be more or less implicit. How each representation responds 
to previous representations and anticipates future representations can 
also be more or less implicit. Along these lines, I would like to think of 
representations not only as past-  and present- oriented but also as future- 
oriented semiotic work in that each representation has implications for 
the next and each representation tells us something about how the future 
is being semiotically shaped.

The previous characterization of representation as both semiotic pro-
cess and product reveals something about the notion of semiotic nego-
tiation. To represent is to negotiate meanings and, more broadly, to 
negotiate social reality. For different purposes, authors in CDA and social 
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semiotics have theorized about (semiotic) negotiation as a key element 
of social activity. For instance, Fairclough (1989, 2003) reminds us that 
discursive practice always entails a tension between ideological reproduc-
tion and creativity. This tension is key to understanding in what ways 
representations can reinforce or transform meanings, discourses and, in 
turn, ideologies. For his part, Kress (2015) argues that all semiotic activity 
is, by definition and in some form, transformative. To make meanings, a 
sign- maker draws on available signs in the environment, which respond 
to previous meaning- making processes, and reshapes them according to 
their interest and to what the environment offers for meaning- making. 
This process always entails semiotic transformation of already- made 
meanings. Although there are differences in how Fairclough and Kress 
view the relationship between representation, transformation, and power, 
in this chapter I will not sketch these differences, since the above outline 
suffices to make my point about representation as a semiotic process/ 
product that entails negotiation.

Finally, my tentative definition of representation foregrounds another 
important aspect of semiotic activity: it is always oriented toward an 
audience. Audiences can be present or mediated, real or imagined, self-  
or other- constituted, individual or collective. Audience- orientedness is 
key to understanding semiotic negotiation in representation; as Kress 
(2010) argues, we shape signs, meanings, or texts to fit our communi-
cative and rhetorical purposes, we select semiotic material and semiotic 
modes— available to us— to communicate to our audience, to (re)shape 
signs to our audience. In interpreting these signs, audiences also engage 
in the productive, transformative semiotic work of negotiating meanings. 
Representation and communication, then, seem to require one another. 
Kress (2010) points out that representation and communication are two 
distinct social practices but that they are intimately connected. A key 
notion to understand what brings together representation and communi-
cation and, at the same time, tells them apart is interest or how we— as 
sign- makers— see and position ourselves in the world at a particular time 
and place: ‘a composite of my experience; but it is also a reflection of 
my present place, and an assessment of my present environment’ (Kress, 
1997, p. 86). Along the same lines:

Interest as an explanatory category comprises at least the following 
for me: we see the world from our own place, and that place differs 
from that of our neighbour. One reason 3-  and 4-  year- olds draw 
adult figures with such enormously long legs topped by a short body 
and large head is not just limited competence, but the fact that from 
their height adults do look like that. Throughout our lives we have 
had our view of the world: that world is the same for millions of 
others, and that produces commonality of view; but I always see it 
from my position, and that produces difference of view.

(Kress, 1997, p. 86)
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Representation for Kress focuses on the sign- makers’ own interest, which 
shapes what meanings they want to make. This process is guided by 
criteriality: we represent what we assess to be ‘criterial’ given our interest 
in the particular social environment in which we are making meanings. 
As for communication, Kress (2010) argues that it focuses on the interest 
of the sign- maker in its relation to others, i.e. our interest in communi-
cating particular meanings to our audience. Interest and criteriality in 
representation and learning will be addressed in Chapter 4.

What is particularly relevant about this overall characterization of 
representation and communication is that it allows textbook studies 
to expand the long- standing research tradition on textual and visual 
representations as semiotic products to semiotic processes. Assuming that 
representation is the result of a broader semiotic process invites us to 
empirically and situatedly explore the many processes behind represen-
tation. This is not to say that semiotic processes transparently ‘explain’ 
representations as textual product, but instead that the analysis of semi-
otic processes is required to better understand how representations 
come to be.

Critical textbook research has drawn attention to the need not to 
assume representations and texts as mere crystallizations but rather as 
ideologically and politically motivated instantiations of broader processes:

it is important to realize, then, that the controversies over ‘official 
knowledge’ that usually center around what is included and what 
is excluded in textbooks really signify more profound political, eco-
nomic and cultural relations and histories. Conflicts over texts are 
often proxies for wider questions of power relations.

(Apple & Christian- Smith, 1991, p. 3)

Along these lines, Apple and Christian- Smith (1991) remind us that 
texts— and, for our purposes, representations— as social constructions 
of reality are ‘messages to and about the future’ (p. 4). Taking this into 
consideration, I would like to draw attention to the many levels in which 
representations entail semiotic negotiations, which sometimes become 
explicit semiotic struggles.

Representations in textbooks— or in any text— are semiotic negoti-
ations over the very process of representing (i.e. who is entitled or can 
exercise power and authority to represent in a given context or environ-
ment), over the content and object of representation (i.e. the politics of 
inclusion and exclusion), over the relation of representation with social 
reality (i.e. the extent to which it attempts to mirror, question, or distance 
itself from reality), and over its relationship with the audience (i.e. in 
what ways and to what extent representations will attempt to shape inter-
pretation or guide semiosis). These complex semiotic negotiations require 
a situated and empirical analysis of the textbook, as shall be discussed 
throughout this chapter.
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In the following sections I will discuss examples of an ethnographic 
and multimodal analysis of textbook representations. The examples seek 
to illustrate my theoretical and analytical focus on representation as both 
semiotic product and process. I will not report broader research findings; 
instead, I will introduce the examples to make a point about the ana-
lysis of textbook representations. Before I do so, I will briefly outline the 
research study to contextualize my discussion.

About the research

In 2021, we— a group of discourse analysts, gender analysts, and EFL 
instructors— engaged in a research project2 about the representation of 
gender and sexual identities in EFL textbooks used in Uruguay. The pro-
ject included the analysis of global textbooks used in local classrooms 
as well as the analysis of a recently produced local series. For this par-
ticular series, we considered three different— and yet interrelated— units 
of analysis:

• The textbook as product (i.e. the analysis of textual and visual 
representations in the full series);

• The textbook production process (i.e. examining the production pro-
cess of the series to investigate how representations are negotiated);

• The textbook in the classroom (i.e. analyzing how textbook 
representations are negotiated in EFL classroom interactions and 
classroom work).3

In this chapter I will focus on the second stage: the local production of 
the EFL textbook series.

Uruguay has not been a very productive market for EFL textbook 
development and production. Despite very few exceptions, most EFL 
textbooks used in local foreign language education are produced glo-
bally. The release of a new local series for EFL learners (#livingUruguay, 
ANEP, 2021) is an exception to this trend. The series of six books targets 
students in secondary education (around 11– 17 years old) by explicitly 
pursuing a main goal: to produce local material to which learners can 
better relate. This was done by addressing issues of local culture and also 
by including some topics that pertain to students’ lives. So far, the first 
three books have been released. Three more books are being designed at 
the moment of writing this chapter (2021).

Digitized versions of these textbooks4 are made accessible to learners 
free of charge. In other words, this textbook series does not strictly fall 
into the category of a market commodity. However, economic issues are 
of course at stake since national education grants a particular budget for 
the full process of textbook design and production.

A team of EFL instructors was appointed by Uruguay’s national educa-
tional authorities to develop these textbooks. These instructors (textbook 
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authors) held regular online meetings and conducted synchronous and 
asynchronous work (in three smaller sub- groups, each of which would 
attend to particular aspects of the textbook). In our research project, we 
collected more than 50 hours of video- recorded work sessions. Interviews 
and focus groups were also conducted to further explore textbook 
authors’ opinions about particular aspects of the design and production 
processes.

Our observations indicate that meetings in which the full team of 
authors participated were usually devoted both to developing textbook 
contents and discussing the organization of tasks, and to going over more 
practical issues— page layout, typos, etc. As for the content and topics of 
the textbooks, other than what is prescribed in national English language 
teaching (ELT) guidelines, there were no further specifications or man-
datory contents to be addressed. In other words, there were no explicit 
mandates by the state or educational authorities. However, de facto con-
trol did occur at the meso- level since several stakeholders (such as edu-
cational authorities) participated in different instances by meeting with 
the team, providing feedback and suggestions on the work developed. 
The team also considered the comments and suggestions by many EFL 
teachers who tried out some of the material and also offered their own 
material to the textbook series. In the next section I will outline some 
fundamental issues around the process of visual character design for the 
series. Then, the final section will provide an illustrative example of how 
(visual) representations of characters were negotiated in the process of 
making this series. The example shows how issues of representation and 
communication become articulated when authors negotiate textbook dis-
course during the development process.

Character design

Designing characters is a key step in textbook development, at least 
for those textbooks that use characters for narrative and pedagogical 
purposes. Some basic issues in the process of character design revolve 
around the role of characters (core characters, recurrent characters, one- 
time appearing characters), the construal of particular features and cat-
egories around the characters (age, gender, nationality, race, etc.), the 
voicing and agency of characters (social practices, participation in public 
life, etc.), and their role in textbook narrative, if any. When it comes 
to foreign language textbooks, other issues and decisions around char-
acter design can also be negotiated: what aspects of the target culture will 
be foregrounded by characters, whether both mother tongue and target 
cultures will be represented in characters and how this will be done, what 
languages characters will speak, what varieties of the target language will 
be represented, among others (see Hardy, 2007).

Something that is common to any textbook design, regardless of the 
school subject at hand, is the need to make decisions about the material 
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representation of characters or, in lay terms, deciding what characters will 
be made of. This has important implications because it entails different 
ways of representing social reality to learners and, more importantly, of 
communicating with learners by orienting to the representations in par-
ticular ways.

While in most EFL textbooks for adolescents main characters are 
visually represented by photographed images of human social actors, 
#livingUruguay 1, 2, 3 use avatars, as illustrated in Figure 2.1. These 
characters were created with Bitmoji, an application that allows amateur 
users to design their cartoon- like avatars. In digital media communica-
tion, these avatars are commonly used to represent— and communicate 
to others— one’s emotions and reactions by designing an avatar of one’s 
own identity. Numerous choices can be made for the avatar to visually 
resemble oneself as much as possible (body, face, clothes, accessories). 
These avatars circulate as images, stickers, and other digital forms of 
visual communication icons.

Choosing avatars as textbook characters makes the production of the  
textbook considerably cheaper, which is a key factor in local textbook  
production. In addition to this, other arguments for using avatars as main  
characters were entertained in the process of textbook production, such as  

Figure 2.1  Illustration of avatar characters and photographed scenarios
Source: made after #livingUruguay 1, p. 13
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the fact that teenagers would better relate to them because they are more  
‘technological’ and because they use them in their daily social and digital  
media communication practices. In other words, avatars were thought  
to serve as attention catchers for students due to their age, interests, and  
daily practices.

For the purpose of producing the textbooks, the logic behind avatar 
design was altered: avatars were not designed after images of actual 
humans or to resemble specific human beings, but instead they were 
designed from abstraction by selecting particular features to come up 
with each of the characters. To restate, while avatars are usually thought 
of as visual representations that ‘look like’ a known user, these textbook 
characters were not designed after any particular human being known to 
students or to the textbook producers themselves.

In the first three published books of the series, all main characters are 
represented by these avatars. However, some non- recurrent characters 
are actually photographed humans. These are usually local celebrities 
(sport players, musicians, TV hosts, authors) who tell their personal 
stories. Other non- recurrent characters that appear in the background of 
some social scenarios are photographed as well.

The fact that all main characters and recurrent characters are indeed 
avatars means that the visual representation of a textbook page in 
the series usually entails a composite or collage of real- life scenarios 
(photographs of actual places and locations such as classrooms, houses, 
parks) and the digitally- made avatars which become superimposed on the 
photograph. Regardless of the specific motivations for this decision, this 
particular type of multimodal design impacts the way the textbook series 
represents and communicates to students and teachers. Before attending 
to learners as the imagined audience of these avatars, let us turn to the 
process of producing these avatars as textbook characters.

The interaction between the artifact for making the characters (Bitmoji 
application), users (textbook authors), and the rest of the textbook elem-
ents (photographed images, texts, tasks, etc.) needs to be considered when 
exploring these representations as both semiotic product and semiotic 
process. Below, I will present three features of the artifact and the artifact– 
user interaction and how these impact/ shape visual representations in 
the textbook. Needless to say, the list does not attempt to be exhaustive 
and only presents some of the main characteristics that will help me in 
discussing the illustrative example.

Table 2.1 points to what can be considered some of the main differences 
between visually representing characters as avatars and representing 
them in more traditional ways (such as photographed images of humans). 
The table is only tentative and results from the ethnographic data, the 
exploration of the software, and conversations with other local textbook 
designers who did not participate in the making of this textbook series.

The first feature to discuss is gender binarism. As the user logs in to the  
Bitmoji application, the first step required to design an avatar is to choose  
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whether the avatar is a man or a woman. Once an option is selected,  
different steps provide access to clothes, accessories, body features, etc. to  
customize the avatar. While in practice the user can select particular acces-
sories or features that would lower the degree of heteronormativity— or  
eventually gender binarism— in the represented avatar, there is no design  
option beyond the man/ woman divide at the initial stage. Along the same  
lines, if the user wishes to change the gender of their avatar, they need  
to go back to the first stage (and so all features selected thus far are  
erased). Anecdotally, I learned that several Bitmoji users/ reviewers have  
complained about this gender binary structure and petitions have been  
signed for non- binary and gender- neutral avatars to be included.

Another key feature is that avatars are very easy to manipulate by 
amateur users. In fact, from its very inception, the application aimed at 
allowing non- experts to design avatars without any technical skills or 
drawing expertise. This feature was key for textbook authors since EFL 
instructors felt they did not have enough expertise to create characters 
in other ways. Avatars seemed to offer more possibilities for depicting 
different types of characters in different social scenarios and situations. 
Usually, textbook authors designed the avatars and then superimposed 
them on photographed images which were either found in available 
databanks, taken by them, or offered by EFL teachers across the country.

Despite the fact that avatars are very easy to manipulate, this was 
not always the case in the process of designing the textbooks. Textbook 
authors would usually finalize a composite (avatar +  photograph of a 
social scenario +  task title and instructions, as shown in Figure 2.1) 
by converting it to a non- editable format. This caused problems when 
attempting to make changes in the pre- publishing stage. Let us con-
sider the following ethnographic example which illustrates some of the 

Table 2.1  Artifact– user interaction and its impact on the visual representation of 
characters

Features Implications for textbook design and development

Gender binarism A wide range of clothes, accessories, body and face 
features, and other elements can be selected for 
gendering a character, but these are limited to how the 
application organizes such elements for users

Easy to manipulate If an avatar does not meet expectations, it can easily 
be remade or adjusted, if it has not yet been inserted 
into the composite of: photographed image (scenario) 
+  avatar (character) +  written text (task) used in the 
textbook templates

Rigid body 
movements and 
facial expressions

The visual representation of avatars offers relatively few 
possibilities for complex narrative processes and more 
possibilities for basic conceptual processes (reactions, 
emotions, etc.)
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problems in avatar design, avatar manipulation, and the compromises 
that were made in the design process. Sometimes authors’ meetings 
required negotiations as to whether avatar representations needed to be 
adjusted and, if so, how this could be done. Elsewhere (Canale, 2021b; 
Canale & Fernández Fasciolo, 2022), we analyzed the negotiation of the 
identity of one main character in book 1 based on the visual represen-
tation of his body. In one of the editorial meetings in which a page was 
being revised, an author warned: ‘Take Nico out because he has tits.’ 
Nico, who was designed as a cis- gender boy, had a somewhat prominent 
chest, which seemed to trouble some of the authors, who thought this 
could construe the character in a visually ambiguous manner. Our focus 
group data show that the arguments to change Nico’s visual represen-
tation revolved around two interrelated issues: sexuality and the body. 
Some of the authors thought that if Nico was a heterosexual boy, then 
he needed to ‘look’ heterosexual and that his supposed breasts did not 
construe him in that way. Throughout the interaction, authors argued 
that breast prominence in a boy could easily be associated with being 
‘feminine,’ ‘effeminate,’ or even ‘gay.’ Body features, thus, became over- 
functionalized to signify other issues of gender, sexual orientation, and 
sexuality. This triggered ideologically- loaded discussions about visual 
representation, gender, sexuality, and the body, as well as discussions 
as to how the audience (teenagers) would respond to this type of visual 
representation in the EFL textbook. Some of the textbook authors 
were worried that learners would ‘notice,’ ‘laugh at,’ or ‘make fun’ of 
Nico. The negotiation process was revealing of how heteronormative 
ideology operates in classifying bodies and sexualities by favoring some 
representations over others and by calling for hyper- regulation and hyper- 
heteronormativization when a particular visual feature does not seem to 
be ‘desirable’ in heteronormative terms. The negotiation process was also 
informative of how representation and communication are closely linked 
semiotic practices: by discussing Nico’s body and how the imagined audi-
ence (learners) would react to it, authors were more implicitly debating 
issues of criteriality (what was needed and what was enough in represen-
tation) and interest (what they wanted to communicate and how they 
wanted learners to interpret visual representations). However, since 
that particular composite of Nico, Emma— another character— and the 
photographed image in which they appear was already in a non- editable 
format, changes to Nico’s image were more difficult to make at that stage 
of textbook production. In the end, the issue was resolved in a different 
way. Instead of changing Nico’s image or deleting it, the composite was 
made less noticeable by decentering it and making it considerably smaller 
in the digital page. In this manner, his supposed ‘female breasts’ would 
not be noticeable by the textbook audience. Two important issues need to 
be highlighted about this episode. The first is that a feature that may con-
stitute an advantage or even an affordance for making representations at 
one stage can become a problem or a limitation at another stage, because 
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representations are made and remade at different stages of textbook pro-
duction. The second aspect is that representations are not only motivated 
by ideology (such as heteronormative schemes for regulating the body), 
but also by practical motivations (such as manipulating the size and 
placement of the image when attempts to manipulate its content fails). 
To this, we should add that if visual representations of the textbook were 
analyzed as products only, this negotiation over the heteronormative 
interpretation of Nico’s body would not have been accessible to us.

Turning back to Table 2.1, another aspect to be discussed in char-
acter design with the Bitmoji application is the relative rigidity in body 
movements and facial expressions of avatars: compared to humans, 
avatars seem much more rigid. The degree of detail in articulation and 
in depiction is considerably lower if compared to most photographs of 
human beings in other textbooks; this has implications in terms of val-
idity (signs of credibility in visual communication, Kress & van Leeuwen, 
2021). In the textbook series, avatars show a rather low configuration of 
validity, as demonstrated in the use of visual markers such as:

• Homogeneity in use of color for body and face;
• Relatively low degree of detail in body and face;
• Higher rigidity in body articulation and in facial expressions;
• Lack of detail in lighting, shades, depth, etc.

This lower degree of validity is in consonance with the type of 
meanings these visuals make in the textbooks: visual representations 
of the avatars are mostly— albeit not exclusively— used throughout the 
series to represent their identities rather than to narrate actions; in other 
words, these avatars are rather conceptual (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2021): 
‘movements’ in the body and face of these avatars usually construe basic 
emotions, feelings, and reactions, i.e. they represent outer manifestations 
of inner states. This entails some sort of division of semiotic labor in the 
textbook: writing is usually used to represent actions which contribute 
to the main narrative so as to complement the conceptual meanings of 
the visual representation of avatars/ characters. For instance, the main 
narrative process in Figure 2.1 is represented in writing (‘The teacher is 
calling the roll’ appears above the image) while avatars are visually iden-
tified as students in a classroom (by their clothes and the environment in 
which they are present).

Modality and the negotiation of avatars as textbook characters

Avatar design was very productive in the process of making the first three 
books of the series (targeting students aged around 11– 14 years). As the 
final products show, avatars are recurrent within each unit and are used 
to offer visual cohesion across the units, since they are used sometimes to 
introduce and other times to contextualize texts and tasks.
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However, as authors started to develop the remaining textbooks 
(targeting students aged around 15– 17 years), the recurrence of avatars— 
and even their very use— became the object of explicit negotiations during 
authors’ meetings. Potential in/ adequacy of the use of avatars for younger 
and older students was a recurrent topic in the first meetings held by the 
team when designing books 4, 5, and 6 (still in progress at the moment of 
writing). In these meetings many issues were covered simultaneously, so 
the use of avatars was addressed by discussing apparently different points: 
the in/ adequacy of avatars as main characters for older students, the    
in/ adequacy of having avatar characters recur so much throughout the 
textbook, the degree of difficulty of tasks, and the aesthetic design of    
the series, among others.

Several analytical tools and resources can be used to analyze this 
type of negotiation, depending on what our focus of interest is. On this 
occasion, I will turn to the notion of (linguistic) modality to show how 
negotiation of visual representations (i.e. avatars) takes place and what 
it can tell us about the process of textbook design. To be sure, while the 
analytical tool pertains to verbal resources, the objects/ contents under 
analysis are the visual representations (avatars) and how— through inter-
action and talk— textbook authors evaluate them.

Broadly speaking, linguistic modality5 refers to how a writer or 
speaker commits to what they say, write or, in general terms, to the 
meanings they make, and how this commitment is communicated to 
their audience. Modality is an interpersonal— rather than an ideational— 
phenomenon (Halliday, 1976; Hodge & Kress, 1988; Kress & van 
Leeuwen, 2021) because it produces degrees of shared commitments 
and ‘shared truths’ (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001, p. 151) between the 
writer/ speaker/ sign- maker and the audience. In between polarity (yes/ 
no), degrees of commitment can be higher or lower and they can be 
construed by drawing on a vast number of resources (modal verbs, tense, 
mood adjuncts, etc.).

Different takes on modality have produced different classifications. For 
instance, many authors in CDA draw on classic categories of modality, 
such as epistemic, deontic, and dynamic in terms of subjective degrees of 
truth, subjective degrees of obligation, and objective degrees of ability and 
possibility, respectively (see Machin & Mayr, 2012). In systemic func-
tional linguistics (SFL), Halliday (2014) refers to two types of modality: 
modalization and modulation. Modalization refers to degrees of propos-
itions in terms of probability (possibly, probably, certainly) and usuality 
(sometimes, usually, always). Modulation refers to degrees of proposals 
in terms of obligation. Martin and Rose (2007) adopt a wider defin-
ition and point out that linguistic modality works together with other 
resources to allow writers/ speakers to bring other voices and positions 
into discourse (heteroglossic mechanisms). In so doing, writers/ speakers 
can also evaluate these voices— and their own— in different ways. This 
characterization is to some extent in consonance with other views of 
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modality, such as some of the work in enunciative pragmatics and the 
French linguistic tradition, in which a main distinction is made between 
modalités d’énonciation and modalités d’énoncé, whether the object of 
modality is the relationship between the writer/ speaker and the inter-
locutor or between the writer/ speaker and the content of the utterance/ 
sentence, respectively (see Johansson & Suomela- Salmi, 2011).

For our purpose, what is particularly interesting is that through 
modality and its resources, speakers, writers or, more broadly, sign- makers 
can move across a continuum which ranges from yes to no (polarity) to 
dynamically signal different degrees of commitments and values both for 
themselves and for their audience. Along these lines, the modality of a 
text or message is not to be taken as a single truth value but rather as a 
sequence of claims which can include tensions and contradictions (Hodge 
& Kress, 1988; Kress & Hodge, 1979). Extract 2.1 shows how the nego-
tiation process to decide whether to maintain or exclude avatars as main 
characters was initiated:

A: De repente (.) em (.) [los personajes] podrían aun seguir con 4to, no? 
Ahí cuando fuera necesario y paulatinamente ir (.) dejándolos. Los 
mandamos de paseo por ahí no sé qué, pero (.) la idea (imagen del 
Zoom se congela y se escucha un ruido) la conexión entre tercero y 
cuarto podría ser.

B: Yo creo que sobre todo para los chiquilines más grandes, 5to y 6to, 
tal vez los personajes sean un poquito: como (.) como infantiles (.) 
por mi visión de trabajar en 5to y 6to hace muchos años. Eh en 4to 
no lo veo tan malo (.) y si se va haciendo como un proceso (.) me 
(.) eso me parece bueno.

Translation:

 A6: Maybe (.) em (.) [characters] could continue to appear in [the book 
of] 4th, right? Whenever it is necessary, and then [we can] progres-
sively (.) leave them aside. We send them away somewhere, I don’t 
know, but (.) the idea (Zoom image freezes and a hissing noise is 
heard) it could be the transition between 3rd and 4th.

B: I think that for— above all— for older students, of 5th and 6th, maybe 
characters are a little (.) like childish (.) this is my view working with 
5th and 6th students for many years. Eh for 4th I don’t see it that 
bad (.) and if a transition process is made (.) I (.) I think that is good.

Extract 2.1
Authors’ meeting interaction about avatars

At the time of the interaction of Extract 2.1 (and also Extract 2.2), the 
textbook authors were already finishing the first unit of textbooks 4, 
5, and 6. The team had also designed new avatars— of the same main 
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characters— to make them look a little older so that older students would 
better relate to them. However, in this meeting the adequacy of avatars 
and their recurrence in these textbooks were two of the main topics 
brought up for discussion. While this possibility had been entertained 
in conversations among some of the authors, it had never been formally 
proposed during a meeting.

The negotiation process mainly revolved around the materiality 
of representations (using avatars) and what/ how they communicated 
to the new audience (15– 17- year- old students), i.e. whether target 
learners would relate to them or see them as ‘childish’ or below their 
age interest.

In Extract 2.1 and Extract 2.2 modal resources are indicated in bold. 
I am not indicating all resources that pertain to modality (for instance, 
some tense markers) but instead I am picking some to illustrate my point 
about the negotiation of visual character design. In Extract 2.1 author 
A introduces a new proposal for the design of the new textbooks: to 
progressively abandon the use of avatars in the new books by accommo-
dating the main narrative so that avatars stop appearing. This alternative 
proposed by A to some extent risks the original agreement which was to 
use avatars throughout the full series.

The deployment of several modal resources in A’s intervention serves 
to lower the degree of A’s ownership or certainty over the proposal. 
It also serves to lower the degree of obligation to adopt the new pro-
posal by implicitly anticipating counter- voices and positions. Modal 
resources such as verbs (characters could continue to appear) and modal 
adjuncts of possibility (maybe) and usuality (whenever it is necessary) 
signal this. A lower degree of assertiveness over the proposal is also 
achieved by the use of pauses and hesitations (Maybe it could be (.) em 
(.)), lexico- grammatical choices (the idea, whenever it is necessary), con-
firmation questions (right?), approximators (like childish), and gram-
matical metaphors of modality (We send them away somewhere, I don’t 
know, but…).

While author A’s proposal does not explicitly assess the current use of 
avatars in textbooks as problematic in a particular way, author B makes 
two important moves: implicitly backing up the alternative proposal by 
author A and explicitly assessing the current use of avatars as inadequate.

Author B implicitly supports A’s proposal by providing more 
arguments not to use avatars as characters. At the same time, author B’s 
negative evaluations of avatars as inadequate due to students’ age interest 
is backed up by ‘teaching experience,’ which is used to legitimate the new 
proposal: …maybe characters are a little (.) like childish (.) this is my 
view working with 5th and 6th students.

Compared to A, author B adopts a more subjective stance throughout 
by offering the source or ownership of modality (Eggins, 2004): I think, 
this is my view, I don’t see it that bad, I think that is good. This is 
also accompanied by the use of explicit evaluative language, which is 
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underlined in the extracts (such as: childish, bad, good). This type of lan-
guage serves to set apart the current use of avatars (negatively evaluated 
as childish) from A’s proposal to progressively make avatars stop recur-
ring in the book (positively evaluated as good). However, evaluative 
strength is usually lowered by modality resources: maybe characters are 
a little (.) like childish (.), I don’t see it that bad, I think that is good.

Throughout the interaction, most textbook authors agreed with the 
proposal of gradually making avatar characters become less recurrent 
throughout the series; a few others did not feel the same way about the 
potential inadequacy of avatar characters for older students, but they still 
agreed to the proposed change, as shown in Extract 2.2:

L: Bueno (.) tendremos que hacer lo que dice la mayoría y sacar los 
personajes Bitmoji (.) y hacer un libro tradicional. Estem…

E: Yo tengo algo más para decir.
L: Sobre todo porque ustedes (.) a ver ¿qué más?
E: Que por ejemplo (.) eh (.) a mi no me (.) capaz que lo que queda: 

infantil que capaz (.) o: más no, no quiero ofender con esta palabra, 
pero más casero es el formato de este libro como quedó el del año 
pasado, no? (…) se podrían usar los personajes pero con el formato 
de libro que parece más un libro entre comillas ‘comprado’.

(…)

C: Estoy de acuerdo que (.) para el nivel del estudiante (.) o sea como 
su edad (.) parece un poco (.) un poco como simple. No lo estamos 
preparando para la universidad (.) para tener el pensamiento crítico 
y todo eso (.) ¿Cómo está el formato ahora?

L: Bueno una cosa es que digas que es simple y otra es que digas que es 
infantil. Son cosas distintas. ‘Simple’ fue una cosa que lo charlamos 
al comienzo porque se estaba trabajando básicamente en actividades 
como ‘true or false’ como ‘answer the questions’ como ese tipo de 
cosas (.) que: (.) que algunas cosas de critical thinking se agregaron 
incluso yo agregué algunos [ejercicios] en el PDF. Eso (.) me consta. 
Eh, otra cosa es (.) el formato, o sea, que se ve que no es lo que va 
a quedar.

Translation:

L: Ok (.) we’ll have to do what the majority says and take out the 
Bitmoji characters (.) and write a traditional book. So…

E: I have something else to say.
L: Mostly because you (.) let’s see, what else?
E: That for example (.) eh (.) I don’t (.) maybe what looks childish 

maybe (.) or more, I don’t mean to offend with this word, but more 
‘home- made’ is the format of this book like the one last year, doesn’t 
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it? (.) characters could be used but with the format of a book that 
looks (.) read my quotes: ‘bought.’

(…)

C: I agree that (.) for the level of the students (.) I mean like their age (.) 
it looks rather (.) rather simple. We are not preparing them for uni-
versity (.) to have critical thinking and all that (.) What is the format 
like now?

L: Ok, one thing is for you to say that it is simple and another thing 
is to say that it is childish. These are different things. ‘Simple’ was 
something we discussed at the beginning because we were basically 
working with activities like ‘True or False’ or ‘Answer the questions,’ 
like those things (.) that (.) that some critical thinking stuff were 
included, even I added some [activities] on the PDF file. That (.) 
I know. Eh, another thing is (.) the format, I mean; it seems that it is 
not what will remain.

Extract 2.2
Extended authors’ meeting interaction about avatars

As the interaction unfolded, arguments in favor of the new pro-
posal became materialized in a more subjective manner in that 
participants explicitly framed comments as their own opinions by sig-
naling themselves as the source of modality, as illustrated in Extract 
2.2 (see bold).

At this point, author L is the only one who does not agree that avatars 
are inadequate for older students. Through verb selection— and modula-
tion— (we’ll have to do what the majority says and take out the Bitmoji 
characters), L accepts the new proposal but evaluates it negatively (and 
write a traditional book). In addition, author L’s claims about taking 
avatars out as a form of turning the textbook into a traditional book 
serves to redirect the interaction to other arguments: while thus far 
arguments to eliminate avatars mostly revolved around age in/ adequacy, 
the discussion between authors L, C, and E serves to introduce other 
issues: the aesthetics and design of the textbooks.

In terms of modality and how it contributes to the negotiation of 
meanings, what is interesting about Extract 2.2 is that since the negoti-
ation progressively becomes more subjective— in that authors explicitly 
present their opinions, suggestions, and criticisms as their own— new 
modality resources are also employed apart from those already discussed 
in Extract 2.1. For instance, when introducing an opinion, author E 
deploys modal resources that reflexively comment on the very act of 
saying in order to anticipate potential accusations: That for example 
(.) eh (.) I don’t (.) maybe what looks childish maybe (.) or more, I don’t 
mean to offend with this word, but more ‘home- made’ is the format of 
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this book like the one last year, doesn’t it? E also does so in claiming: 
characters could be used but with the format of a book that looks (.) read 
my quotes: ‘bought.’

These metalinguistic and metapragmatic comments serve the purpose 
of autonimic modality (modalisation autonymique), which, according 
to Authier- Revuz (1995, 2020), refers to the varied resources through 
which a writer/ speaker explicitly judges their own enunciation. This 
type of modality serves to both not fully commit to one’s own words 
(as a way to secure speaker– audience solidarity) and to lower the nega-
tive connotations construed around the avatar representations, which 
are said to look too home- made (rudimentary) compared to bought 
textbooks (internationally produced, market designed series). Negative 
connotations are also construed by participant C, who also evaluates 
avatars as inappropriate visual representations for the new books: it 
looks rather (.) rather simple. We are not preparing them for university 
(.) to have critical thinking and all that.

In the end— and despite showing disagreement— participant L accepts 
the proposed change. The acceptance, however, is represented as outside 
L’s own subjectivity by the use of an explicitly objective orientation to the 
clause: I mean, it seems that it is not what will remain.

The overall outcome of this negotiation process was to keep avatars 
as the main characters (not to use, for instance, photographed images 
of actual people as most textbooks do), but to make them less recurrent 
throughout the units so as to cater for the fact that their recurrence could 
be interpreted as too childish for the target audience. However, what is 
interesting to see in these two snippets of explicit negotiation processes is 
that three interactive and communicative patterns recur:

i) (Negative) connotation strategies or evaluations are deployed by 
authors to interactively position themselves, whether by negatively 
evaluating the use of avatars as main characters for the new books or 
by negatively evaluating the outcome of eliminating them;

ii) A wide array of modal resources is interactively deployed to miti-
gate such negative connotations and meanings as they are expli-
citly negotiated. These resources produce different degrees of 
commitments which are represented as objective or subjective, 
open spaces for eventual contestation, and frame negotiations in 
such a way that speaker– audience solidarity is usually not put 
at risk;

iii) The argumentation at hand becomes redefined throughout the inter-
action. Character in/ adequacy (childish/ not childish), textbook 
format (home- made/ bought), textbook difficulty (simple/ not simple 
tasks), and visual aesthetics are some of the arguments entertained. 
In negotiating these meanings, the needs, interests, and identity of the 
target audience are also renegotiated.
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In theoretical and analytical terms, it is also interesting to note that 
Extracts 2.1 and 2.2 illustrate the importance of viewing representations 
as both semiotic product and semiotic process. By analyzing the textbooks 
as products, we could make assumptions about the choice of avatars 
for representing main characters. However, without looking at the very 
interactive and communicative practices through which these characters 
were designed, we would not be able to capture the negotiation process 
around character adequacy and other contextual factors that are key for 
understanding the broader ideological and practical processes to which 
these representations respond.

Conclusions

In this chapter I have outlined some fundamental aspects of textbook 
representation and communication. Representations, texts, and meanings 
are always negotiated; negotiation is not always explicit, symmetrical, or 
finalized/ resolved. However, the negotiation of meanings is in the very 
essence of communication. Paradoxically, we could argue that negotiation 
is a requirement of representation and communication, and it is therefore 
not optional: it might be more or less explicit, more or less planned, more 
or less conscious, more or less intentional, more or less collective, more or 
less symmetrical but it is always a part of social activity and interaction. 
Like any other aspect of social activity and interaction, negotiation is 
enabled and restricted by issues of power, access, resources, and agency.

Along these lines, what we negotiate, how we negotiate it, and the 
outcomes of negotiation in social life are, of course, tied to several factors. 
In turn, these negotiations might reinforce, question, defy, or even trans-
form representations of social reality; this is of particular interest to the 
critical analysis of textbook discourse and, more broadly, to CDA. In 
the illustrative examples I used throughout this chapter, I focused on the 
process of designing textbooks and how visual representations were ver-
bally negotiated by authors in meetings. However, representations can 
be negotiated by drawing on other semiotic resources. For instance, in 
Chapter 4, I will address the negotiation and transformation of textbook 
representations by analyzing the visual work of a student.

Needless to say, textbook representations can be also negotiated and 
renegotiated in other social practices and by other social actors, as shall 
be discussed in the remaining chapters of this book. For the purpose of 
this chapter, however, it is important to note that both the possibilities 
and restrictions in the negotiation process are key to understanding how 
textbook representations come to be, how they come to mean, and how 
they come to communicate to and shape the target audience.

The next chapter will look at the situated analysis of textbook dis-
course from a different angle: human– artifact interaction in the class-
room. In particular, the chapter will focus on how teachers and students 
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interact with the textbook (and with other classroom artifacts) and what 
this interaction can tell us about artifact design, affordances, and situated 
agency.

Notes

 1 As Azimova and Johnston (2012) claim in their analysis of the in/ visibility of 
certain groups in Russian language textbooks: ‘though, as mentioned, no text-
book can fully convey the richness and diversity of those groups and individ-
uals who are users of the language, it is nevertheless important to try’ (p. 347).

 2 The research project Negociando identidades de género en el aula: 
representaciones discursivas en el libro de texto de inglés como lengua 
extranjera (I+ D, 2021– 2023) is funded by the Comisión Sectorial de 
Investigación Científica, Universidad de la República, Uruguay.

 3 Due to the sanitary emergency in 2020 and 2021, this third stage has been 
postponed.

 4 One of the goals of the textbook authors is to make the series digital (so that 
learners can interact with the textbook). However, to date the textbook has the 
properties of a digitized educational medium.

 5 The reader should note that I follow Kress and van Leeuwen (2021) in that 
I use ‘modality’ to refer to a verbal phenomenon while I reserve the term ‘val-
idity’ to refer to a visual phenomenon.

 6 To maintain anonymity, letters were randomly assigned to each of the 
participants, so these are not necessarily their initials. Short extracts in 
which their identities could become disclosed— throughout the interaction or 
throughout their arguments— are purposefully excluded. Exclusion is marked 
as (…).
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3  Textbook and interaction

You know, that is a problem … We need to make room for so many 
things. Geography maps and flashcards are so unnecessarily big and 
heavy. Instruments for the chemistry class take a lot of space, too. The 
TV set, the audio player, we even keep old tapes and cassettes somewhere. 
The physical education class: balls, mats; the full equipment. We even 
have musical instruments: an old piano, a guitar and more recently we 
had to buy a keyboard because the piano is so old it gets out of tune very 
easily. So, yes … back to your question … we do keep textbooks students 
used in the past, but those we keep in the storage room. Some of them are 
piled up as stands for computer monitors. That’s a pity, but that’s how 
much room we don’t have.

The previous quote is a translated extract of an interview I held some 
years ago with the head of a secondary school in Uruguay while doing 
observations in several schools. As we were talking, she mentioned they 
had just changed older textbooks for new ones, so I asked her whether they 
were planning to do something with the old ones; her response attempted 
to convey how difficult it was for them to manage the material envir-
onment of the school. In fact, her response touches upon two common 
issues schools face in Uruguay, and probably in many other parts of the 
world. The first issue is that classroom artifacts and educational media 
(textbooks, workbooks, flashcards, computers, boards, etc.) change rela-
tively quickly in their design, affordances, or even materiality, rendering 
older media ‘outdated.’ This does not mean that older materials become 
useless; but it shows that schools feel pressured to acquire new ones. 
The second is a more practical problem, namely that new and old school 
artifacts usually inhabit the school environment, which can make school 
spaces quite overcrowded. My visits to some schools clearly pointed to 
this: new and old desks, new and old textbooks, new and old shelves, new 
and old chairs; while sometimes both old and new artifacts were being 
used; other times older artifacts were put in storage.

More indirectly, my interviewee’s reply also makes a point about 
material artifacts, agency, and interaction. Artifacts are designed to 
shape particular types of human– artifact interaction so as to collabora-
tively perform certain activities; their materiality, design, and affordances 
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become intertwined to fulfill these purposes. However, this only accounts 
for agency in artifact design and how it attempts to shape its use. For 
its part, artifact use can be negotiated both in expected and unexpected 
ways. In the classroom, a hardcopy textbook can be used in the manner 
it was designed to be used (page by page?), but it can also be used in 
many other alternative ways. In fact, textbooks can be used for non- 
pedagogical purposes and in spaces quite different from those intended 
by the designers, for instance, to be piled up and used as a stand for a 
desktop monitor.

Chapter 2 focused on issues of representation and communication in 
textbook discourse. Representation and communication were delineated 
as two distinct and yet interconnected semiotic practices which are fun-
damental to explore the discursive dimension of textbooks. A situated 
analysis of textbook discourse considers both representation and commu-
nication as grounded phenomena and explores them empirically; this, in 
turn, requires us to draw on the notion of interaction as a prerequisite for 
discourse consumption, interpretation, negotiation, and transformation: 
textbooks are designed to be used for teaching and learning in specific 
ways, but students and teachers need to actually interact with them— in 
pedagogical ways— in order for representation and communication to 
make sense at all. To be sure, a pile of textbooks used as a monitor stand 
is indeed a form of human– artifact interaction, albeit not the form of 
interaction I am interested in here.

The point of departure of this chapter is the operationalization of 
interaction as the situated ways in which participants collaboratively 
draw on semiotic resources to make sense of/ in the world around them, 
as well as to construct their own social identities and those of others 
(Canale, 2019, 2021). After outlining different types of interaction, the 
chapter will move on to sketch three key concepts to analyze teacher– 
student– textbook interaction: design, agency, and use. Drawing on 
examples of a classroom ethnography focused on the use of an English as 
a foreign language (EFL) textbook and laptops, the chapter will discuss 
how the teacher designs a space for students to interact with each artifact 
in different ways. This type of approach frames the textbook as both a 
material and a semiotic artifact (see Chapter 2); it also views artifacts as 
agentive insofar as agency is distributed and negotiated between humans, 
artifacts, and the environment in which meanings are made. Throughout 
this chapter, my main analytical focus will be on the teacher and her role 
in regulating, monitoring, and opening up spaces for students to interact 
with the textbook— and other artifacts— in the classroom (Chapter 4 will 
focus on students’ and their situated agency in learning). The chapter will 
conclude by discussing what this approach has to offer textbook studies 
and discourse analysis. It will also discuss the need to draw on an articu-
lation of ethnographic and multimodal approaches to better capture how 
textbook discourse and semiotic materiality shape interaction, how text-
book users exert situated agency to shape interaction with the artifact, 
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and how these phenomena are articulated during the enactment of the 
lesson.

Interaction

For the purpose of this chapter, interaction can be defined as the situated 
ways in which social actors draw on semiotic resources to make sense of 
and in the world around them by representing and communicating with 
others, thus (dynamically) constructing their social identities and those 
of others.

Let me clarify what I mean by this definition. Firstly, interaction is a 
historically and culturally situated process: forms and patterns of inter-
action draw on previous interactions (between humans, artifacts, and the 
environment) and they have the potential to eventually change them.

Secondly, interaction is a prerequisite for semiotic activity to take place. 
Some form of interaction— with the environment, with available signs, 
and/ or with social actors— is required in order for us to make meanings. 
Along these lines, sometimes semiotic activity is outwardly materialized 
while other times it remains internal (Bezemer & Kress, 2016); the type 
of semiotic activity I am interested in is that in which social actors engage 
in interaction with semiotic resources to make meanings which become 
instantiated and outwardly materialized in communication. For this pur-
pose, semiotic resources can be defined as ‘the actions and artefacts we use 
to communicate’ (van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 3). As van Leeuwen discusses, 
these include actions, materials, and artifacts that are produced physio-
logically (e.g. gestures, hand movements, facial expressions) as well as 
others for which forms of technology are required (e.g. pen and paper, 
computers, scissors, etc.). The use of semiotic resources in interaction is 
shaped not only by culture but also by the environment in which signs 
are made. In other words, meaning- making is always a form of inter-
action with available signs and, more broadly, with the environment in 
which it takes place. What is particularly relevant to us is that— through 
interaction and communication— these resources are, as Kress (2010) 
suggests, continuously transformed.

Finally, interaction entails relational and interpersonal work. Through 
interaction we dynamically construct and reconstruct our social identities 
by positioning ourselves and others.

This broad definition allows us to analyze interaction in different ways 
when studying textbooks ethnographically. It also allows us to iden-
tify different types of interaction involved in meaning- making as well as 
different participants (humans and artifacts). Next, I will briefly sketch 
three of these types of interaction which are key to the analysis of text-
book discourse from the perspective here adopted: interaction of modes, 
media, and resources in textbook discourse, interaction between text-
book discourse and its imagined audience, and human– textbook inter-
action in the actual classroom.
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Intersemiosis or the interaction of modes, media, and resources    
in textbook discourse

The first type of interaction I will refer to is perhaps the most obvious 
for discourse analysts and for those engaged in analyzing communication 
as multimodal engagement: intersemiosis, or ‘the meaning arising across 
semiotic choices’ (O’Halloran, 2005, p. 159). This refers to the process 
of discourse production and to how producers orchestrate resources for 
making meanings. For instance, the use of modes and media in textbooks 
has changed over time. It has changed in the extent to which the text-
book relies on some particular modes (for instance, moving from writing 
to image- centricity) and media (for instance, more moderately, moving 
from printed to digital and hybrid textbooks). It has also changed in the 
ways in which resources can be made to interact with one another, i.e. the 
intersemiotic relations established in the printed/ digital page. Textbooks 
seem to have moved from decorative and illustrative images to more 
complex connections between writing and the visual mode; which, in 
past decades, also caused social anxiety regarding the role of images in 
learning and in literacy (see LaSpina, 1998).

Studies exploring textbooks multimodally usually adopt two main 
analytical directions to the analysis of the interaction between modes in 
discourse: while some examine each mode in isolation, others explore the 
interaction between modes through which intersemiotic relations become 
instantiated in textbook discourse (Weninger, 2021). The latter helps us 
understand the dynamics of the sign- maker’s or discourse producer’s semi-
otic orchestration, i.e. how social actors engaging in making meanings 
interact with modes, media, and resources and, in turn, how they make 
these interact with one another in meaning- making.

Interaction between textbook discourse and the (imagined) audience

Another type of interaction which is relevant for textbook analysis is the 
interaction between its discourse and the imagined audience. Textbook 
discourse not only represents (shows aspects of the social world) to 
teachers and students; it also communicates to them (tells them some-
thing about the social world). In so doing, the textbook deploys and 
orchestrates resources to shape the audience and eventually guide their 
semiotic activity (Weninger & Kiss, 2013) by, for instance, favoring 
some reading paths over others (Oteíza, 2009), some interpretations over 
others (van Dijk, 2005), and some patterns of use over others (Canale, 
2019). These are some of the many ways in which textbook discourse 
shapes its imagined audience (Charaudeau, 1983). However, the process 
of designing and shaping the audience is, of course, negotiated between 
the imagined and the real audiences of discourse (Fairclough, 1989). 
And, while many studies look at the first process (shaping the imagined 
audience); more ethnographic research is needed to attend to the second 
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process because it is in this process (actual teacher/ student– textbook 
interaction) that situated agency is exerted, as explained next.

Human/ textbook- as- artifact interaction in the classroom

As discussed in Chapter 2, a textbook is a semiotic and material artifact 
with which social actors (mostly teachers and learners) interact. Design, 
materiality, and affordances are some of the key features to explore forms 
of interaction with the textbook as a material artifact.

Artifacts and their interaction with humans have been explored 
through several theoretical lenses, such as activity theory (Engeström, 
1987, 2001), actor network theory (Latour, 2006), and practice theory 
(Röhl, 2015), to name but a few. Adopting one of these perspectives has 
implications in how we see artifacts (as more or less agentive) and how we 
see the dynamics of interaction between artifacts and humans. However, 
all of these approaches to human– artifact interaction acknowledge the 
fact that meanings are not made in isolation and are not solely a human 
endeavor: artifacts of different types also engage in meaning- making. 
This has been fundamental to the current understanding of agency as 
situated and distributed.

Considering this type of interaction is also relevant for analyzing the 
textbook in the classroom and how it is used by its real audience, i.e. 
actual students and teachers. Learning is not an individual and universal 
phenomenon; on the contrary, it is a social and situated process (see 
Chapter 4). For this purpose, textbook analysis also needs to consider 
the textbook as a material artifact and how it interacts in particular semi-
otic environments (classrooms) with particular social actors (teachers and 
students) for learning purposes.

At first glance, it could be argued that the three types of interaction 
I have just outlined refer to very different phenomena or dimensions. 
However, it should be noted that they are closely linked since they refer 
to three interrelated stages: textbook discourse production, textbook dis-
course and the shaping of an imagined audience, textbook and its real 
audience in the classroom. The first one— intersemiosis— refers to how 
modes, media, and resources are made to interact by a sign- maker in 
order to make meanings in a particular environment; it pertains to how 
signs and texts are made multimodally. The second type of interaction— 
between discourse producers and their imagined audience— refers to how 
textbook discourse— a composite of multimodal texts or signs— imagines 
or designs a particular type of interaction with an imagined audience, i.e. 
how textbook discourse seeks to guide students’ and teachers’ semiosis 
in the classroom. Finally, the third type of interaction— human– artifact 
interaction— pertains to how actual users (real audiences) interact with 
the textbook— as a material artifact— and its discourse in specific envir-
onments, mostly the classroom. In this chapter, I will focus on the third 
type of interaction.
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Design, agency, and use

An empirical and situated analysis of the textbook as a material artifact 
and of human– textbook interaction necessarily looks at the interplay of 
artifact design, affordances, and agency in order to capture their rela-
tional nature.

Artifacts are the result of complex design processes, which involve 
decisions over their materiality, functionalities, and eventual use, among 
others. From the perspective of design, artifacts are made to favor par-
ticular types of interaction so as to perform specific activities while, at 
the same time, design also imposes restrictions on users. Regardless of 
these restrictions, artifact users (for instance, teachers and students using 
textbooks in the classroom) are also agentive in that they can negotiate 
aspects of artifact design, materiality, and affordances (Hakkarainen 
et al., 2013); they can even negotiate how the artifact will interact with 
other artifacts to overcome or compensate for specific design restrictions 
and limitations.

Along these lines, socially-  and culturally- informed research in 
design, interaction, and cognition has demonstrated that agency is col-
lectively and situationally distributed: agency is neither restricted to 
artifact design (producers), nor to artifact use (users), or to the artifact 
itself. On the contrary, questions of agency need to consider the situ-
ational, contextual, and environmental factors that play a key role in 
shaping human– artifact interaction. In a way, any material artifact— as 
a form of human technology— comes to fully be through use (LeBaron, 
2002) and its use cannot, in fact, be fully predicted (Stahl et al., 
2006). For these reasons, attending to issues of textbook– teacher and 
textbook– student interaction is relevant for characterizing the textbook 
as a material artifact and its implications in terms of curriculum and 
pedagogy enactment.

About the research study

In the following sections I will present an example of an ethnographic 
and multimodal analysis of textbook interaction and use in the class-
room. My aim is not to discuss findings in detail but rather to illustrate 
one of the ways in which we can draw on ethnographic and multimodal 
studies to examine human– textbook interaction in a learning environ-
ment. For this purpose, I will briefly outline a research study to context-
ualize my discussion to the reader.

Some years ago, I conducted a research study to explore the introduc-
tion of state- funded and state- provided laptops in schools in Uruguay. In 
particular, my interest was in exploring the introduction of a new artifact 
(the laptop) in an environment (the classroom) which had previously been 
dominated by a long- standing curriculum artifact (the printed textbook). 
Design, implementation, and enactment of the policy were analyzed to 
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trace how— at different scales— meanings about technology were made 
and what the implications were for constructing EFL as a school subject. 
The findings of these different policy scales, as well as their implications 
for learning, were reported in Canale (2019).

The EFL textbook used in this classroom was Uruguay in Focus 1 
(Pearson Longman, 2003), a local re- adaptation of an internationally 
published textbook series: the original international series was adapted 
in Argentina and then readapted in Uruguay (De Oliveira Lucas et al., 
2018). The adaptation process required the introduction of local culture 
to students by adding (written) texts and images (mostly places, celebri-
ties, and other cultural referents of Uruguayan culture). This textbook 
series was, for quite some time, recommended by local EFL authorities 
in public education and it was also used in some private schools. At the 
moment of conducting the ethnographic study (2015– 2016), the book 
was still used in several schools.

For almost a full academic year, I conducted observations in an EFL 
classroom in which eight students (aged 11– 12 years) were taking their 
first EFL class. The research site was a small, private school in an urban 
area of Montevideo, the capital city of Uruguay. Compared to other 
urban schools in Montevideo, it had a lower tuition fee and the student 
population came from a wide range of socioeconomic backgrounds. The 
EFL teacher— who I will refer to as Vera here and in Chapter 4— is a cer-
tified and experienced instructor who has worked in the school for many 
years. Her enthusiasm was key for me to select her for the study and 
she played a key role in connecting me with the school and granting me 
access to the head of the school, parents, and students.

I usually video- recorded her lessons with two cameras (attempting to cap-
ture both students’ and teacher’s angles of the classroom). When students 
engaged in work with laptops or textbooks, I randomly selected some 
students and used three more cameras to record their work. I also collected 
classroom artifacts (students’ work and notebooks, posters, flashcards, etc.) 
and I kept a research diary. Interviews and focus groups were conducted 
with students, and I also interviewed the teacher on several occasions.

As described earlier, I originally conducted a scalar analysis to study 
how the EFL class was constructed throughout the year by paying close 
attention to the use of laptops while enacting the lesson and to their 
implications for teaching and learning EFL locally. On this occasion, 
I will address another issue: the ways in which, through interaction 
with textbooks and laptops, classroom events become connected or 
disconnected in order to frame the lesson and achieve curricular cohesion.

Framing the interaction with artifacts in the classroom

During fieldwork— and while reviewing classroom data— one of the phe-
nomena that caught my attention was the ways in which textbooks and 
laptops inhabited the space of the classroom.
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Textbooks were bought by parents, which means students usually took 
them home (even though sometimes they would leave them on a shelf so 
as not to carry too much weight in their backpacks). On the contrary, 
laptops were acquired by the school in the context of an agreement with 
the government1and they remained in the school building. They were 
stored in a small computer room, as Figure 3.1 shows.

The fact that textbooks and laptops were stored in different places 
responds to different factors, apart from the fact that they had different 
owners. Perhaps two key factors for keeping laptops in the computer 
room were that laptops needed to be charged (and unlike classrooms, 
the computer room was equipped with many outlets) and that they were 
used by all secondary students in the school (so they needed to be easily 
accessible to students and teachers of every group).

This had an impact on the dynamics of the EFL classroom. The use 
of the laptop in Vera’s class was always signaled by a lot of preparation 
and practical orchestration: she would usually ask a student to go to the 
computer room and bring the laptops or she would go herself; they would 
all make sure the laptops were working properly and that they were fully 
charged, and they would reorganize the classroom space (moving chairs, 
moving desktops, etc.). This required her to allot some time for task 
preparation before the laptop was used. Sometimes, even more time was 
needed since a student might encounter a specific problem— for instance, 
software that had to be installed or an operating system that needed to 
be updated. However, as the academic year unfolded, students became 
more familiar with the laptop and the preparation stage was completed 
relatively faster.

On the contrary, the use of the textbook did not require much prepar-
ation: on the one hand, textbooks were already in the classroom, whether  
in students’ bags or on the classroom bookshelf. Even when a student  

Figure 3.1  Laptops stored in the computer room
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could not find their textbook, Vera would quickly prompt them to work  
together with another student. Therefore, the preparation stage was  
always short. Neither Vera nor the students needed to check anything  
before using the textbook, other than finding a particular page for com-
pleting a task.

Far from being trivial, these differences between textbooks and laptops 
entail significant differences in how tasks were interactively framed and 
conducted in the EFL class. In particular, in the next section I will focus 
on how the framing of interaction with each artifact contributed— in 
specific ways— to making lessons and units pedagogically and culturally 
cohesive by allowing for different types of connections between class-
room events.

Connecting time events (1): framing artifact use in the 
classroom

Time relations are constitutive of human experience, of semiotic processes, 
and of the semiotic artifacts we use to make meanings. By establishing 
time relations we construct and, in turn, identify events socially and cul-
turally meaningful to us. Short- scale and long- scale events, boundary 
time events, and more distant time events may interact and connect in 
non- linear and unexpected manners. For instance, following Latour’s 
(1987) concept of center of circulation, Lemke (2000, 2009) argues that 
semiotic artifacts allow for heterochrony, namely, the interaction of 
events that belong to distant time scales (and usually also to time scales of 
different sizes). Two events that are chronologically together may be less 
linked culturally than two distant events (Serres, 1995 in Lemke, 2009). 
For the purpose of this chapter, I am interested in the fact that, through 
interaction, semiotic artifacts— such as the textbook— can link different 
(spatio- ) temporal events to make experiences culturally coherent and 
cohesive in a particular environment, such as the classroom.

One of the key elements to construct such time relations in the class-
room is pedagogic discourse. A typical move of pedagogic discourse 
within a lesson is what Lim (2021) has recently referred to as Discourse 
on Instructions through which the teacher sets the tone for a new task 
or activity by providing overt explanations and directions to students. 
The interaction patterns in the classroom data show that Vera not only 
framed the task at hand but she also interactively framed the use of 
a particular artifact— the textbook or the laptop— for completing the 
task. By framing tasks and the use of artifacts, she achieved two peda-
gogical purposes: i) regulation of students’ actions by explaining what 
type of interaction was expected to take place and for what purposes; 
ii) creation of a sense of cohesion within and across the units of class-
room work by establishing particular time relations among tasks for 
purposes of curriculum and pedagogy. The following examples will 
illustrate my point.
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A unit of classroom work took around three to four weeks of enact-
ment. Usually the topic of each unit coincided with the official EFL 
syllabus— and with the recommended EFL textbook. Vera planned for 
each unit so as to require learners to use both the textbook and the 
laptop. As I have analyzed in Canale (2019), the textbook was mainly 
used for pursuing linguistic goals in the classroom while the laptop was 
used for digital literacy goals. In each unit, students would use the text-
book to build on a set of vocabulary items, grammatical structures, 
communicative functions, etc. pertaining to the theme at hand (family, 
traveling, neighborhood, music, nature, etc.). During the first stages of 
the unit, students would rely more heavily on the textbook and, as the 
unit unfolded, they would rely more on the laptop. The laptops were used 
throughout the classroom unit to come up with a final text (a visual pres-
entation, a 3D map, a digital cartoon, etc.). Thus, most of the tasks which 
required the use of the laptops were planned around this final task. As 
a result, while the laptop was mostly used to establish time relations for 
events within the same classroom unit, the textbook was used to establish 
both relations within a classroom unit and across different units. This is 
illustrated by Extracts 3.1 and 3.2:

V: This for you (to St5). Now everybody gets away from the rest…usen 
todo el salón, pero sepárense del resto para que no los vichen.

S3: Teacher, ¿por qué las ceibalitas? ¿Para qué, teacher?
S2: Sí, teacher. No me gustan. No tengo ganas.
S5: La mía no anda (.) (Vera hands in another one).
V: You are going to (.) Esto es lo que van a hacer, escuchen. Look for 

information about a famous family. Una familia famosa. But you 
can’t say who they are to the others, ok? Ven cómo tenemos acá 
en el blackboard las otras families? (points to posters on the white-
board). See, this is because we have already talked about these fam-
ilies (.) Now you will learn about another one.

S5: No tengo ganas, teacher.
V: Escuchá, S5. You will look for information about a famous family 

because you already wrote about your own family. Ahora van a 
escribir sobre una familia famosa para después hacer que los otros 
adivinen cuál es. Van a comparar la familia de ustedes con la que 
eligieron ¿Entienden? Because we will use that information (.) so that 
the others can guess what family you choose and compare it to your 
own family.

Translation:

V: This for you (to S5). Now everybody gets away from the rest…use all 
the room, but get away from the rest so that nobody peeks.

S3: Teacher, why the laptops? What for, teacher?
S2: Yes, teacher. I don’t like them. I don’t want to.
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S5: Mine is not working (.) (Vera hands in another one).
V: You are going to (.) This is what you’re going to do, listen. Look 

for information about a famous family. A famous family. But you 
can’t say who they are to the others, ok? See that we have here on 
the blackboard the other families? (points to posters on the white-
board). See, this is because we have already talked about these fam-
ilies (.) Now you will learn about another one.

S5: I don’t want to, teacher.
V: Listen, S5. You will look for information about a famous family 

because you already wrote about your own family. Now you will 
write about a famous family and then the others will have to guess 
who that is. You will compare your own family to the one you chose. 
Do you understand? Because we will use that information (.) so that 
the others can guess what family you choose and compare it to your 
own family.

Extract 3.1
Framing laptop use for establishing relations within the class-
room unit

Extract 3.1 was video- recorded during the second day in the enactment 
of the classroom unit My Family. Throughout this unit, Vera required 
learners to become acquainted with vocabulary related to the family, 
to describe family members using adjectives, and to ask and answer 
questions about their own family as well as the family of others (mostly 
famous families in popular culture). For most of these linguistic aims, 
Vera drew on the textbook as well as on extra material she designed; 
she also took further materials from online teaching resources. However, 
Vera asked students to do other tasks with the laptops and eventually 
required them to use the textbook less and less.

On the second day of enacting the classroom unit, each student was 
asked to use a laptop to browse the Internet, find about a famous family 
they chose, and jot down some information and ideas. They were told 
not to get too close to other students, so that they would not know who 
the family was. Each student would later describe orally some basic 
characteristics of the family for the others to guess who the family was. 
For this type of activity, the laptop was a particularly useful curriculum 
artifact. However, students could look up information in different ways 
(images, texts, etc.) and on different websites, so Vera assumed the activity 
required more regulation than activities in which, for instance, students 
used the textbook.

In Extract 3.1, students had just finished writing a short piece about 
their own families in their copybooks, so the teacher got the laptops— 
which were all stored in the computer room— and handed one to each stu-
dent. While doing so, she provided regulatory discourse to frame the task, 
to make students aware of what the next event was going to be about, 
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what they were expected to do, and how they were expected to behave 
during the task. Unlike the textbook, whose discourse is usually themat-
ically and pedagogically organized, the laptop always demanded from 
Vera more preparation and regulation of the interaction, because each 
time students could use them in significantly different ways. Therefore, 
it required more guidance. In addition, she also planned alternative pre- 
tasks with other curriculum artifacts (posters, videos, flashcards, etc.) 
whenever the laptop was going to be introduced.

Like other interactions in the ethnographic data, Extract 3.1 shows 
that the laptop, as a curriculum artifact, enabled Vera to establish time 
relations between events within the same classroom unit, that is to say, 
to link the here and now of the classroom (the present activity) to other 
activities done or to be done within the same classroom unit or, on this 
occasion, within the same lesson.

This type of time connection between events serves to explicitly create 
a sense of cohesion across tasks by which the present activity, immedi-
ately previous activities, and immediately future activities become sig-
naled in the teacher’s discourse (see underlines): See that we have here on 
the blackboard the other families? (points to posters on the whiteboard). 
See, this is because we have already talked about these families, now you 
will learn about another one.

The construction of this type of time relation in the classroom is 
achieved by several resources through which either the now of the event, 
the immediate future, or the immediate past are deictically pointed to 
with different degrees of specificity, as realized by:

• Verb tense selection, such as: This is what you are going to do; you 
will look for information about a famous family because you already 
wrote about your own family;

• Adverbs of time, such as: Now you will write about a famous family 
so that next we can make the others guess what family that is, See, 
this is because we have already talked about these families, Now you 
will learn about another one;

• Conjunctions, such as: because you already wrote about your own 
family, this is because we have already talked about these families, 
now you will write about a famous family so that next we can;

• Verbal and gestural deixis, such as: See that we have here on the 
blackboard the other families? (see Figure 3.2), or pointing with the 
index finger.

Verb tense selection and the use of adverbs of time help to signal the 
chronological progression of classroom events by binding particular 
tasks or events together. In doing this, other in- between classroom events 
become backgrounded because they might not be pedagogically rele-
vant for the progression at hand. Figure 3.3 illustrates this by visually 
representing which previous or future activities are brought into the 
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Figure 3.2  Previous use of classroom artifacts on the board (posters of famous 
families)

Day 2

Look up information 
about a famous family 

online
(laptop)

Describe a 
person 

(photographs) 

Describe 
myself

(copybook)

Write about my    
own family
(copybook) 

Review use of 
adjectives for 
describing people           

(textbook)

Describe famous 
families 

(flashcards, 
whiteboard)

Play a guessing       
game 

(laptop)

Describe       
my own family 

(photographs)

Figure 3.3  Visual representation of classroom activities during lesson 2

 

 



Textbook and interaction 69

69

present one and which are not. Intersecting circles represent those activ-
ities brought in by Vera into the present interaction/ activity. Those which 
do not intersect with the main circle represent other tasks and activities 
which are kept in the background when framing the use of the laptop. 
By bringing some of these activities in and keeping others out, Vera offers 
a chronological and a logical progression of classroom work and, at the 
same time, she presents tasks in which the laptop is used as pedagogically 
cohesive.

The third type of resource used to connect different tasks together 
is conjunctions, which contribute to establishing a logical organization 
of these classrooms tasks or events. In this vein, previous time events 
(activities) are brought into the interaction as logical justifications or as 
requirements of the task at hand (such as, because we did X, now we are 
going to do Y, we did X so that we can do Y).

Finally, verbal deixis (here) and gestural deixis (pointing) help to bring 
other artifacts into the interaction, such as the posters on the board (see 
Figure 3.2). In so doing, the teacher connects the previous work with 
the task at hand to be performed with the laptop, but also the different 
material spaces of the classroom.

Through the use of all these resources the teacher manages to achieve 
two purposes: on the one hand, she regulates the present activity by 
explaining the aim of the task, how the task needs to be completed 
(what artifact will be used), and for what purposes. This seemed to be 
necessary given that, as stated before, the use of the laptops throughout 
a classroom unit always required students to use them in significantly 
different ways; thus, students seemed to require more framing of the task 
before engaging in it. On the other hand, by deploying these resources 
Vera also established explicit connections between the sequence of 
activities within the present lesson and, more indirectly, within the 
classroom unit.

Let us now discuss what type of time relations between classroom 
events are constructed by Vera when framing the use of the textbook. 
Extract 3.2 belongs to the first day of enacting the classroom unit entitled 
My Family. It illustrates how Vera typically framed the use of the text-
book for a particular activity or task. Unlike the laptop, which mostly 
links time events within the same lesson and the same unit, interaction 
around the textbook also serves to link events pertaining to different 
units, offering cohesion throughout the school year.

V: Ok, so this is a family tree, right? (.) What is a family tree? (.) Un árbol 
genealógico… ¿qué es? (.) ¿No saben qué es un árbol genealógico?

S3: Yo no.
S7: No, teacher, no sé. No sabemos.
V: Ok, a family tree, right? A family tree is a tree that shows your family 

members and relations, ok? So look at the picture. How do you read 
this tree?
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S2: De arriba para abajo.
V: Ok, and what does it mean? ¿Quiénes son? (pointing to each name 

in the picture) Who are they?
S3: Ah, los famil…
V: In English!
S3: Eh, los familiares.
V: Ok, and how are they organized?
S3: Big, small. Eh, el más grande arriba y los hijos abajo, y los más chicos 

más abajo.
V: Good. And who are these? (pointing to the names in the picture) 

(.) Remember before (rolls her index finger in the air once), in the 
beginning of the year we introduced him. Who is he?

S4: Ah el [personaje] del libro.
V: Ok, he is the main character. Remember we described him? (rolls 

her index finger in the air once) His age, his height, his clothes, his 
nationality. Where is he from?

S7: Canada.
V: Ok, so now (points her index finger to the floor) we are talking about 

his family, ok? But we are looking at his family in a family tree, so we 
know who is who.

Translation:

V: Ok, so this is a family tree, right? (.) What is a family tree? (.) A family 
tree… what is it? (.) Don’t you know what a family tree is?

S3: I don´t.
S7: No, teacher, I don`t know. We don’t know.
V: Ok, a family tree, right? A family tree is a tree that shows your family 

members and relations, ok? So look at the picture. How do you read 
this tree?

S2: From the top to the bottom.
V: Ok, and what does it mean? Who are they? (pointing to each name 

in the picture) Who are they?
S3: Ah, the famil…
V: In English!
S3: Eh, the family members.
V: Ok, and how are they organized?
S3: Big, small. Eh, the bigger up and the children below, and the 

smaller below.
V: Good. And who are these? (pointing to the names in the picture) 

(.) Remember before, in the beginning of the year we introduced him. 
Who is he?

S4: Ah the [character] of the book.
V: Ok, he is the main character. Remember we described him? His age, 

his height, his clothes, his nationality. Where is he from?
S7: Canada.
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V: Ok, so now we are talking about his family, ok? But we are looking at 
his family in a family tree, so we know who is who.

Extract 3.2
Framing textbook use for establishing relations across class-
room units, originally published in Canale, G. (2019) Technology, 
multimodality and learning: Analyzing meaning across scales (2019) 
Palgrave Macmillan, reproduced with permission of Palgrave 
Macmillan

Vera initiated the activity by referring students to their textbooks and 
asking them whether they knew what a family tree was. For this purpose, 
she used a family tree diagram in the textbook. As Extract 3.2 shows, 
upon learning students were not familiar with the concept of a family 
tree, the teacher went on to explain how a family tree is ‘read’ given that 
students would need to work with other family trees later in the lesson 
(comparing the one in the textbook with a poster of The Simpson’s family 
tree on the board).

Extract 3.2 shows how the textbook helps Vera construct time 
connections between classroom events which pertain to different units. 
Unlike the laptop— through which relations between classroom events 
pertaining to the same lesson and unit are created— the textbook seems 
to establish both types of relations between events. To contrast Vera’s 
task framing with the textbook and the laptop, I will focus exclusively on 
relations across classroom units.

The way in which the textbook allows Vera to connect the here and 
now of the classroom to more distant events that belong to previous 
classroom units is illustrated by Extract 3.2, in which Vera connects 
the first unit of the year (Introducing Myself) in which one of the main 
characters of the textbook is introduced with the unit at hand (My 
Family) in which the character’s family tree is described. The connection 
of tasks pertaining to each of these two units is achieved mostly by three 
types of resources:

• Mental processes, such as: Remember we described him? Remember 
before, in the beginning of the year we introduced him. Who is he?;

• Adverbs of time, such as: before, in the beginning of the year;
• Gestural deixis, such as: pointing her index finger to the floor or 

rolling her index finger in the air once.

Mental processes help to orient learners to previous work and, in par-
ticular, more distant work conducted in previous units. At the time of 
the interaction, Vera was recalling the fact that during the first unit of    
the academic year students had already learned about a main character   
in the textbook, who was introduced to teach students how to describe 
physical appearance. The character serves as a cohesive element 
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throughout the textbook because he appears in different contexts, social 
settings, and narratives which are temporally and logically connected. 
For other purposes, I have referred to main characters and their potential 
cohesive nature in textbook discourse in Chapter 2.

Adverbs of time are deployed to signal that the previous task brought 
into the interaction is very distant— in time— while not very distant in 
terms of how it pedagogically connects to the present task. The fact 
that these previous classroom events are quite distant is marked by the 
unspecific point in time denoted by some of the adverbs selected, such 
as before.

This type of connection between distant events is also established by 
the use of gestural deixis. By pointing her index finger to the floor to refer 
to the here and now of the classroom and rolling her index finger in the air 
to refer to an unspecific past, Vera both sets boundaries between the two 
events and at the same time brings them close together by backgrounding 
all the in- between events, which are not relevant for her present peda-
gogical purpose.

The relations interactively established by Vera between chronologic-
ally distant events pertaining to different classroom units provide cohe-
sion to the EFL curriculum: firstly, the teacher can recall previous units 
and check students’ understanding and recollection of both textbook 
content and textbook narrative: Remember we described him? His age, 
his height, his clothes, his nationality. Where is he from? Secondly, this 
also allows the teacher to signal the activity taking place in the here and 
now of the classroom and the particular requirements it entails: Ok, so 
now we are talking about his family, ok? But we are looking at his family 
in a family tree, so we know who is who.

Rather than providing a detailed analysis, my interest here lies in 
reflecting on why the laptop and the textbook seem to serve different 
purposes when Vera frames a task or an activity in the classroom. 
However, an important question that emerges is what causes the text-
book and the laptop to achieve different types of time relations between 
events in Vera’s EFL class? To answer this, we need to consider our pre-
vious characterization of the interplay of artifact design, use, and agency 
in human– artifact interaction.

On the one hand, textbooks are used throughout the full schooling 
process and in most school subjects, which makes both the teacher and 
students more acquainted with them. Also, the introduction of laptops 
in Vera’s EFL class was relatively recent, so their use during a lesson 
always required more preparation and classroom orchestration. To this, 
we should add that the very discourse of the textbook at hand revolved 
around a set of characters in different settings (representing different 
chapters of the books) who became involved in situations which are 
chronologically and logically organized for learning. These settings and 
characters are linked by the narrative, which allows the ‘same’ meanings 
to recur throughout the lessons, thus favoring the establishment of time 
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relations across different units. Unlike the textbook, the laptop has a 
more open design in that it is not pedagogically, chronologically, or logic-
ally organized to the same extent. Much of this semiotic work depends on 
how the lesson is framed, what the laptop is used for, and how students 
are able to interact with it. In fact, the laptop probably allows for many 
more diverse patterns of interaction (while the textbook is expected to be 
used page by page to achieve chronological and logical cohesion).

More importantly, textbooks belong to the students while the laptops 
do not. Because of this, each student actually wrote in their textbooks 
(recording their work) and so they kept a register of the previous activities 
they had completed. On the other hand, laptops were kept in the com-
puter room; this meant that while students could save a file every time 
they completed a task with the computer, there was a chance that they 
would be given a different laptop for future tasks. So, depending on the 
artifact, there were different possibilities for documenting and keeping 
record of the work conducted and, consequently, there were different 
possibilities and restrictions for eventually accessing previous work. All 
of these factors seem to play a role in the different ways in which both 
artifacts were used throughout the academic year and, in turn, how their 
use was also framed differently by means of the teacher’s use of pedagogic 
discourse.

It is important to clarify something about my previous argument: I am 
not claiming that by design the laptop cannot establish time relations for 
events across units. On the contrary, I am claiming that an ethnographic 
look at the complexity of this classroom environment, the artifacts, 
and the participants, provides us with an explanation for why different 
types of time relations are established with these artifacts in Vera’s class-
room. Design, affordances, use, and agency are necessarily intertwined in 
human– artifact interaction. In other words, by ethnographically looking 
at how classroom interaction takes place and by considering the com-
plexity of the school and the classroom environments, we can better 
understand why each artifact seems to serve different purposes when 
it comes to construing cohesion in the EFL curriculum throughout the 
school year.

Connecting time events (2): interactive histories in the 
classroom

In the previous section I discussed how interaction with artifacts— the text-
book or the laptop— is framed by the teacher and what the implications 
are for achieving cohesion among tasks throughout the EFL lesson and 
the full school year. In this section, I will illustrate another phenomenon 
to reflect upon issues of human– artifact interaction in the classroom, 
namely the ways in which connecting time events also serves an add-
itional purpose: discursively building a cumulative history of interactions 
with the artifacts so that learners become more agentive in using them. 
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For lack of a better term, I will refer to this as interactive history with 
the artifact. Elsewhere (Canale, 2022), I have provided a tentative discus-
sion of the implications of interactive histories in classroom assessment 
practices. On this occasion, I will focus on how these interactive his-
tories serve the teacher’s purpose of monitoring, regulating, and shaping 
student– textbook and student– laptop interaction in specific ways.

The classroom unit My Favorite Band includes vocabulary (musical 
instruments, genres, bands), grammar (verbs of likes and dislikes, pre-
sent tense, affirmative and negative sentences, question formation), and 
functions (asking questions in an interview to get information), among 
others. The final task— to be completed with the laptop— required 
students either to look up a famous band online or to create their own 
imaginary band and to present a slideshow introducing the band to the 
rest of the students.

At the time of the interaction transcribed in Extract 3.3, students were 
completing a textbook task: they needed to look at pictures of several 
families, choose a member from one of the families, and describe them so 
that the other students would guess who the person was. A student (S1) 
had just selected a father and was describing him in his copybook:

S1: ‘The father have’ (.) Eh, ‘the father haven’t mustache’ No, no. A ver… 
(teacher goes over S1’ desk).

V: So, everything ok?
S1: Yes ¿Cómo se decía (.) eh que no tiene el tipo?
V: What?
S1: He doesn’t mustache. El padre.
V: Ok. Remember the exercise we did. Yes? Remember the table that shows 

how to say ‘yes’ and ‘no’ with verb ‘to have’ ¿Te acordás? Where is the 
table? ¿Te acordás que les dije que se acordaran que está en el libro?

S1: Ah, ok (browses the textbook). ¿Es esta, teacher?
V: A ver (.) yes! Remember it’s page (.) what page is it?
S1: Forty- one.
V: Very good! Remember the page number, please.

Translation:

S1: ‘The father have’ (.) Eh, ‘the father haven’t mustache’ No, no. Let’s 
see… (teacher goes over S1’ desk).

V: So, everything ok?
S1: Yes. How do you say (.) eh (.) that they guy ‘doesn’t have’?
V: What?
S1: He doesn’t mustache. The father.
V: Ok. Remember the exercise we did. Yes? Remember the table 

that shows how to say ‘yes’ and ‘no’ with verb ‘to have’ Do you 
remember? Where is the table? Do you remember I told you that it is 
in the textbook?
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S1: Ah, ok (browses the textbook). Is it this one, teacher?
V: Let me see (.) yes! Remember it’s page (.) what page is it?
S1: Forty- one.
V: Very good! Remember the page number, please.

Extract 3.3
Interactive history (with the textbook)

In Extract 3.3 the student is struggling with one of the grammatical points 
addressed in a previous textbook chapter (using to have for describing 
people’s physical appearance). The student asks the teacher for the appro-
priate grammatical form: How do you say (.) eh (.) that they guy ‘doesn’t 
have’? Instead of providing the form, Vera brings previous interactions with 
the textbook into the current event so that the student can find the answer 
himself: Ok. Remember the exercise we did. Yes? Remember the table that 
shows how to say ‘yes’ and ‘no’ with verb ‘to have.’ Do you remember? 
Where is the table? Do you remember I told you that it is in the textbook? 
In this manner, the student is prompted to recall previous tasks and activities 
with the textbook and to identify the page where the answer will be found.

Because of the pedagogical and temporal organization of textbook 
discourse, when previous interactions are brought into a current inter-
action they mostly require learners to interact again with the artifact and 
find a particular reference (a page, an image, a task, a table) they had 
accessed earlier in the year. These interactive histories with the textbook 
mostly revolve around linguistic contents (grammatical points, vocabu-
lary, rules, etc.). However, interactive histories with the laptop seem to 
operate in a different way, as shall be discussed next.

The classroom unit My Neighborhood revolves around the notions of 
place, towns, and neighborhoods. It requires learners to use the textbook 
to become acquainted with specific content and vocabulary (name of 
places, stores, shops, tourist activities), grammatical points (prepositions 
of place, question and answer formation), communicative functions (how 
to give and ask for directions, how to make suggestions), among others. 
For this purpose, the textbook offers a 2D map for students to complete 
some activities in which they have to imagine they move from one place 
to the next and that they need to give or offer directions and to locate 
objects in time/ space.

Vera decided to include a final task in which learners would have 
to design their own 3D map using Sketchup software. Since Vera her-
self did not know how to use the software, she called in a specialist 
in urban design to offer students a workshop on micro- mapping. Some 
of the skills required were: changing shape, size, angle, zoom, direc-
tionality, distance, and many other details to build objects in the map 
(houses, buildings, stores, cars, streets, etc.). More detailed information 
about this unit of classroom work and about the final task is provided 
in Chapter 4.
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As learners started to make their 3D map, Vera would pace the room 
to check what students were doing and whether they were able to use the 
software successfully. Extract 3.4 shows Vera’s role in shaping students’ 
interaction with the laptop:

S7: (points with her index to a flat building image on the screen) Tenemos 
que hacer 3D este edificio (mouse pointer clicking repeatedly on the 
flat building, points to the flat image again) No funciona (clicking 
mouse repeatedly).

S4: El click no. Teníamos que encerrarlo (mouse pointer circles around 
the building, the selected area becomes blue and then the building 
becomes 3D).

V: (looking at the screen) Mmm, ok (.) So, it doesn’t work if you click? 
You need to select it? ¿Tienen que encerrar el edificio para hacerlo 
3D? ¿Es la única forma? (.) ¿Qué pasa si hacen click?

Translation:

S7: [points with her index to a flat building image on the screen] We need 
to make this building 3D (mouse pointer clicking repeatedly on the 
flat building, points to the flat image again) It doesn’t work (clicking 
mouse repeatedly).

S4: Don’t click. We need to circle around the building (mouse pointer 
circles around the building, the selected area becomes blue and then 
the building becomes 3D).

V: (looking at the screen) Mmm, ok (.) So, it doesn’t work if you click? 
You need to select it? Do you need to circle around the building to 
make it 3D? Isn’t there any other way? (.) What happens if you click 
instead?

Extract 3.4
Interacting with the laptop

Extract 3.4— which originally appeared in Canale (2022)— shows that 
Vera’s role in shaping learner– artifact interaction is focused not exclu-
sively on the product (i.e. the final 3D map) but also on the process (i.e. 
the very interaction with the artifact and what learners are able to do with 
it). In fact, Vera explicitly draws the students’ attention to what they are 
able to do and to the problems they are encountering when interacting 
with the software and its affordances.

The two students (S4 and S7) are attempting to make a flat building 
become 3D. After several attempts to do so by clicking on the image, they 
try circling around the image with the mouse pointer. Vera’s comments 
are oriented for them to check whether any of the two actions would lead 
to the same result: So, it doesn’t work if you click? You need to select it? 
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Do you need to circle around the building to make it 3D? Isn’t there any 
other way? What happens if you click instead?

This type of event can go unnoticed to the analyst. However, if the 
unfolding of the school year is closely examined, we learn that this type 
of event in which students are learning different ways of interacting with 
the laptop— and with particular software— is meaningful for the EFL cur-
riculum because, in prospective events, Vera would connect it with pre-
sent activities for students to reflect on their process of becoming familiar 
with the artifact, with the software and, on this occasion, with building 
3D maps.

Extract 3.5— which originally appeared in Canale (2022)— illustrates 
the final activity of the unit, in which Vera would come to each student’s 
desk to navigate the 3D map with them and ask them questions about 
the map, about the making process, and about the software they were 
required to use. As student, S4, is orally presenting her map, Vera brings 
in the previous interaction with the software to accumulate interactive 
histories with the laptop. In doing this, Vera draws on what Lim (2021) 
refers to as Discourse on Skills through which she pedagogically points 
to how students have built expertise in using the laptop and the software:

V: So (.) explain this, please (points to a building in the map).
S4: This is eh (.) the (.) peluquería.
V: Sí, but how did you do it?
S4: Ah. This paint gray. This paint brown (.) the door.
V: But, remember how you made it grow (.) made it 3D?
S4: Eh? Ah, yes. Pintás todo el cuadrado, teacher.
V: So, you don’t click. Yo tuve ese problema también.
S4: No, si cliqueás te sale cualquiera.
V: What happens?
S4: No sirve.

Translation:

V: So (.) explain this, please (points to a building in the map).
S4: This is eh (.) the (.) hair dresser’s.
V: Yes, but how did you do it?
S4: Ah. This paint gray. This paint brown (.) the door.
V: But, remember how you made it grow (.) made it 3D?
S4: Eh? Ah, yes. You paint the full square, teacher.
V: So, you don’t click. I had that problem, too.
S4:  If you click, it goes wrong.
V: What happens?
S4: It doesn’t work.

Extract 3.5
Interactive history (with the laptop)
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As Extract 3.5 shows, Vera brings in the previous interaction with the 
artifact (see Extract 3.4) to make interaction and learning processes 
explicit in the lesson. Vera’s questions are aimed at eliciting a particular 
answer from the student so that she draws back on the problems she 
had encountered the first time she tried to make a building become 3D: 
Yes, but how did you do it? But, remember how you made it grow, 
made it 3D?

Bringing a past event (previous interaction with the artifact and the 
software) has implications for the EFL curriculum because it allows Vera 
to connect previous and present semiotic work in the classroom and 
make tasks cohesive for students as well. In constructing this sort of inter-
active history with the laptop, Vera achieves two important purposes. 
Firstly, she positions herself as a novice. In other words, Vera does not 
adopt an authoritative or expert stance: So, you don’t click. I had that 
problem, too. Secondly, Vera makes the very process of interacting with 
the software meaningful for students in that building a skill around the 
laptop is not just product- oriented but also process- oriented. By recalling 
the different actions students performed with the software and what 
the outcome of each action was— including unexpected or unwanted 
outcomes— Vera guides students toward reflecting on their interaction 
with the artifact and what they have learned from it. For this to happen, 
connecting different classroom events and constructing an interactive his-
tory with the artifact are key pedagogical practices because they draw 
students’ attention to their own meaning- making processes, to the role 
of artifacts in meaning- making, and also to how they progressively gain 
expertise and knowledge by interacting with artifacts and by reflecting on 
such interactions.

Conclusions

In this chapter I have delineated different types of interaction which are 
relevant to the situated analysis of textbooks— and other artifacts— in 
the classroom. In particular, I focused on human– artifact interaction in 
order to analyze how students and teachers use textbooks and laptops 
and what the implications are for curriculum and pedagogy. I used illus-
trative examples of classroom data to show two interrelated phenomena: 
how the teacher frames artifact use and how artifact– student interaction 
serves to accumulate a sort of interactive history around the artifact. Both 
processes are closely linked and they require the analyst to consider the 
different ways in which classroom events are connected regardless of how 
distant they might appear to be at first sight.

My working definition of interaction conceptualizes it as the situated 
ways in which social actors draw on semiotic resources to make sense of 
and in the world around them by representing and communicating with 
others, thus (dynamically) constructing their social identities and those of 
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others. The classroom examples presented throughout the chapter illus-
trate this. Teachers and students draw on different resources available in 
the environment of the classroom (in the textbook, in the laptop, and in 
other classroom artifacts) to make meanings by representing and com-
municating with others (as discussed in Chapter 2). In so doing, they 
construct and reconstruct their own identities and those of others. For 
instance, the spaces Vera designs for students to interact with the text-
book are aimed for them to become familiar with specific EFL contents. 
Vera pedagogically links different tasks and events in which students 
interact with the textbook to build some sort of interactive history in 
which they are made aware of how— through time— they build expertise 
in the target language (verbal literacy goals of the EFL lesson). This helps 
to make tasks cohesive throughout the academic year. In the same vein, 
Vera designs a particular space for students to interact with the laptop, in 
which they learn to make complex multimodal texts (digital literacy goals 
of the EFL lesson). By connecting different tasks and events in which 
students interact with the laptop, she builds some sort of interactive his-
tory with this artifact so as to draw the students’ attention to what they 
were able to do with it, the problems they encountered, and how they 
attempted to fix them, and the implications of interaction in meaning- 
making. In this manner, the process of developing technological expertise 
in the EFL classroom becomes explicit to students. Thus, interactions 
with artifacts are pedagogically designed to construct and reconstruct 
students’ (and Vera’s) identities and also to represent and communicate 
with others, as shall be discussed in Chapter 4.

The aim of this chapter was not to propose this type of analysis as the 
way to approach human– textbook interaction in the classroom, but rather 
to show how ethnographically attending to this type of interaction— from 
whatever perspective the analyst adopts— has much to offer textbook dis-
course analysis and textbook studies. The chapter also seeks to show 
that an ethnographic and multimodal approach to classroom discourse 
can help us better identify the many issues that shape human– artifact 
interaction, such as: artifact design, semiotic materiality, the environment 
in which the artifact is used, and situated agency. All these phenomena 
become articulated and enacted in a lesson regardless of the degree of 
familiarity of teachers and students with the artifact at hand.

The next chapter will discuss issues of textbook and learning by recap-
itulating my previous discussions around the notions of representation, 
communication, and interaction. For this purpose, the chapter will articu-
late these semiotic practices to illustrate the way in which ethnographic 
and multimodal approaches can be used to analyze learning by looking at 
how students represent, communicate, and interact in the classroom and 
how this connects to textbook discourse. Unlike the present chapter, in 
which my focus was on (ethnographically) understanding how human– 
artifact interaction unfolds throughout the school year and what the 
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implications are for curriculum and pedagogy, in the next chapter my 
focus will be on the multimodal analysis of a particular example of how 
a student interacts with artifacts to make meanings and demonstrate 
learning multimodally.

Note

 1 Students who attend public schools are given the laptops free of charge (and 
they take them home). Private schools can sign an agreement for the gov-
ernment to hand in laptops to their students. Usually, these schools require 
learners not to take them home.
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4  Textbook and learning

Learning with the textbook; learning from the textbook; learning to the 
textbook; learning around the textbook; learning beyond the textbook; 
learning in spite of the textbook. These are some of the stances researchers 
and instructors implicitly or explicitly adopt when conceptualizing the 
relationship between the textbook and learning. Committing to each one 
of these positions has implications for theory and analysis because the 
way we envision this relationship shapes how we construct our object of 
study. In other words, it shapes where, when, and how we expect to find 
learning. Committing to each one of these positions also has implications 
for teaching practices, because teachers can design particular spaces for 
interacting with the textbook, depending on the extent to which they 
think the textbook has (anything) to do with learning.

In this chapter I am not interested in assuming an a priori fixed relation-
ship between the textbook and learning. The very definition of learning 
I will adopt motivates this decision, as shall be discussed later. However, 
it is important to note that limiting learning to the textbook can be both 
fictional and restrictive— even though sometimes schools require teachers 
to do so. The textbook is one of the many artifacts that circulate in the 
classroom environment. There are many other artifacts, practices, and 
phenomena interacting in and for learning, among which is the situated 
agency of teachers and learners. This is why we cannot necessarily infer 
actual teaching or learning practices from the textbook. In the words of 
Apple and Christian- Smith:

We cannot assume that what is ‘in’ the text is actually taught. Nor 
can we assume that what is taught is actually learned. Teachers have 
a long history of mediating and transforming text material when they 
employ it in classrooms.

(1991, p. 14)

Teachers are agentive in mediating pedagogic material; learners are 
also agentive in transforming such material for their own represen-
tational, communicative, and rhetorical purposes. This is why, in this 
chapter, I will discuss textbooks and learning. My use of ‘and’ points to 
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the fact that textbooks and learning are indeed related, but not neces-
sarily in a mono- causal or unidirectional manner. While the textbook is 
one of the semiotic artifacts available for meaning- making in the class-
room, no direct cause, effect, or consequence should be derived a priori 
from bringing ‘textbook’ and ‘learning’ together in our analysis.

The present chapter opens with an explanation of my focus on textbooks 
and learning. The proceeding sections revolve around two overarching 
conceptions of learning and their implications for a situated analysis of 
the textbook and textbook discourse in the classroom. This serves to con-
textualize the following section, which explains what learning is from the 
perspective I will adopt here, namely that of multimodal social semiotics 
(MSS). Finally, an ethnographic example of a classroom research study 
is discussed in order to argue for the need to explore learning as a multi-
modal and situated phenomenon.

Framing my interest in textbook and learning

In the previous chapters I have examined issues of textbook represen-
tation, communication, and interaction; as I shall discuss throughout 
the present chapter, these semiotic practices are implicated in learning. 
However, learning requires special treatment.

Issues of representation (as semiotic product) have been widely 
analyzed in textbook studies and textbook discourse analysis. There are 
at least two main reasons for this. The first is that for many authors, 
representations, which become crystallized in textbook discourse, serve 
as evidence from which inferences about actual teaching and learning 
practices can be made. In other words, representations are analyzed to 
make informed assumptions about how institutions attempt to shape 
teaching and learning in the classroom via textbook discourse and con-
tent. This type of analysis is indeed important. However, limiting the 
field of textbook studies to the analysis of representations (as semiotic 
products) can inform us about structural power in discourse production, 
but it cannot inform us much about the semiotic processes of discourse 
interpretation and transformation as it does not capture the situated 
agency of teachers and learners. In previous chapters I have argued that 
the textual analysis of representation as semiotic product cannot account 
for the ideological, creative, and transformative work that takes place 
when the textbook is used by teachers and students in actual classrooms: 
for such purposes, the textbook needs to be examined in action/ in inter-
action/ in practice.

There is another reason why there is abundant research about 
representations in textbooks: this has to do with the type of (qualita-
tive) work required and with ideal/ real research demands and possibil-
ities. Analysis of the textbook in action— such as how learners interact 
with textbooks in the classroom, how textbooks are produced, and how 
their discourse is negotiated in social interaction— requires intensive 
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ethnographic and situated work, which is more time- consuming and not 
always institutionally feasible for researchers and scholars. Sometimes 
there are many restrictions to access research sites, such as the editorial 
process of designing and developing textbooks, while other times research 
demands impose many limitations on situated, ethnographic, longitu-
dinal, and observational work. Faced with these potential problems, the 
materiality and design of the textbook present it as a collection of cultur-
ally and pedagogically cohesive texts and tasks; this invites researchers to 
analyze textbook discourse as a semiotic product. However, as has been 
discussed throughout this book, there are advantages to doing otherwise.

In the past, several claims have been made for the examination of 
textbooks and other materials in action (Canale, 2021; Harwood, 2014; 
Kramsch, 1987; van Dijk, 1981, among others), but actual studies are 
very few and far between. In this chapter I will draw on an illustrative 
example to make a case for ethnographically- oriented textbook discourse 
analysis to examine the role of the textbook as a semiotic artifact when 
exploring issues of learning. Hopefully, the articulation of multimodality 
and ethnography can help the field to produce more situated analyses of 
the textbook in action/ in interaction/ in practice.

Learning and ideology

Säljö (2021) reviews the fundamental definitions and operationalizations 
of learning throughout the history of research on the subject. These, of 
course, are diverse and cover a wide range of disciplines with specific epis-
temological and ontological commitments. This wide diversity shows the 
many ways in which learning can be delimited, as well as its implications 
with regards to how learning is researched, where learning is looked for, 
and what is thought to count as evidence of learning. Säljö’s review is 
relevant both for understanding the complexity behind the notion of 
learning as well as for considering science as an institution that shapes 
social practices and discourses about learning.

Let us now turn to another institution for which a conceptualization of 
learning is fundamental: formal education and the school. Here learning 
is also— explicitly and implicitly— delimited at several scales and by many 
social actors and artifacts: official content and curriculum mandates, 
teachers’ lesson plans, textbooks and workbooks, tests and assessment 
practices, among others. In the past few decades, the growing globaliza-
tion and marketization of teaching and learning practices have played an 
important role in reinforcing how learning is conceptualized from ‘above’ 
and from ‘outside’ the classroom. In particular, this has contributed 
to limiting learning to a specific set of expected behaviors, which are 
measured and translated into quantified metrics that are then used for 
informing teaching efficacy, learning competencies, and so on. However, 
grass- root actions and practices can defy, redefine, and reconceptualize 
institutional discourses about what learning is, how learning takes 
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place, and how it can be measured. Making these alternative actions and 
practices visible is key to critical research.

Different orientations to learning entail different possibilities for what 
we see as learning and what passes unnoticed by us. Different orientations 
to learning position learners and teachers in particular ways: they provide 
teachers with specific tools to teach and they provide learners with spe-
cific tools to demonstrate their agency in learning. Learning is ideological 
in this sense, but this does not mean it has to be reproductive, indoctrin-
ating, or oppressive. Learning can also be transformative, as we have 
learned from the work of Freire (2002, 2007, 2013), among other critical 
thinkers and educators. As shall be discussed in this chapter, in order to 
foster a transformative ideology, we need to expand what we concep-
tualize as learning, the tools we use to identify learning inside and out-
side the classroom, and the spaces we open for learners to demonstrate 
learning. Let me explain what I mean by this.

Kress (2013) discusses two main views of learning: a traditional and 
an alternative one. Elsewhere, I have referred to these as ideologies of 
learning (Canale, 2019) to foreground what I have explained above: any 
operationalization of learning, whether by science, education, or any 
other institution, involves substantive ideological work in assuming and, 
at the same time, committing to particular worldviews and interpretations 
of social reality. According to Kress, a traditional and an alternative view 
of learning see curriculum and pedagogy in different ways; they also con-
struct subjects (teachers and learners) and knowledge in different ways. In 
other words, the ideological assumptions and claims each of them make 
have implications for school practices, school policing, curriculum, and 
pedagogy, and for how we orient learning toward the past or toward the 
future or learners (Kress, 2000; New London Group, 1996).

A traditional view/ ideology of learning focuses on the authority of 
teaching. It views learning as a set of rules, competencies, knowledge, 
and information that learners need to acquire. Teaching is mostly seen 
as an act of transmission from experts to novices. Assessment is valued 
as an instrument to measure the degree of acquisition through metrics. 
The curriculum is assumed to be a collection of official and legitimate 
information, facts, and values which need to be delivered and enacted in 
the act of teaching. Learning, then, becomes a rather fixed and static phe-
nomenon that happens to the learner. To be sure, this particular ideology 
of learning construes a metaphor of learning as acquisition (Kress et al., 
2001) in which learners are (passive) recipients of knowledge that needs 
to be internalized for eventual application.

Kress (2000) argues that this traditional view of learning has been 
produced and reinforced by previous economic, political, and techno-
logical circumstances in which the curriculum was built around cultural 
reproduction and stability, preparing students for an industrializing or 
industrialized world. In fact, the modern notions of identity and citi-
zenship were to some extent constructed around this view of education, 
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learning, and literacy. The key characteristics of this traditional ideology 
of learning I have outlined can be easily mapped onto the banking model 
of education, which Freire (2007) criticized for mechanizing teaching 
and learning practices, artificially separating the dialectical processes of 
knowledge production and knowledge interpretation in the classroom, 
designing assessment practices as control devices, and failing to position 
learners in the role of social agents.

What I am describing here is perhaps the most radical and extreme 
manifestation of a traditional ideology of learning. These features, of 
course, are negotiated in different ways and to a different extent across 
actual institutions and classrooms. However, it is true that this type of 
ideology of learning has for a long time permeated teaching and learning 
practices in institutional settings, contributing to a broader selective trad-
ition, or to ‘an intentionally selective version of a shaping past and a 
pre- shaped present, which is then powerfully operative in the process of 
social and cultural definition and identification’ (Williams, 1989, p. 58).

In opposition to this traditional view/ ideology of learning, the work 
of Kress revolves around what he denominates as an alternative view of 
learning. Such a view is associated with the notion of design or, as Gee 
(2013) calls it, proactive design. I shall return to the notion of design in 
the next section.

An alternative view/ ideology of learning foregrounds the learner as 
agent and learning as transformative semiotic work. Learning is not 
seen as the accumulation of facts, rules, and information but instead as 
the semiotic process through which learners negotiate and renegotiate 
meanings based on their interest as meaning- makers. Assessment, then, 
does not orient toward identifying ‘learning outcomes’ but toward recog-
nizing learners’ agency. Pedagogy revolves around capturing the different 
ways in which students position themselves and are positioned by others 
in different social scenarios (inside and outside the classroom) in which 
they communicate. As Bezemer and Kress (2016) argue, this alterna-
tive view of learning is informative of learners’ interest and agency as 
sign- makers.

Again, this line of thought echoes Freire’s view of progressive teachers 
and progressive education, which for him are about recognizing one 
another in the act of teaching and learning:

I should not transform the students into mere shadows of myself. 
I cannot consider the students are mere objects of the process of 
teaching where I am the subject. Therefore I have to acknowledge 
that the students are subjects in the process of learning as well as I am 
the subject of the process of teaching.

(Freire, 1995, p 20)

In the following section I will outline this alternative ideology from 
a multimodal and socio- semiotic perspective. Before I do so, two points 
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need to be raised. Firstly, an alternative ideology of learning can com-
prise different theories and approaches. While I will draw on MSS, I do 
not claim this is the only theoretical position from which an alternative 
ideology of learning can be promoted. The second point is that, like any 
ideology of learning, this one is also manifested in different forms and in 
different ways across educational sites. Transformative teachers usually 
need to deal with traditional teaching and learning sites, whereas more 
traditional teachers might also encounter spaces in which they are faced 
with alternative ideologies of learning. Despite this, it is true that top– 
down power and policies in education do seem to promote a traditional 
ideology of learning, which still permeate many school practices, teaching 
materials— such as textbooks— and assessment instruments.

Multimodal social semiotics and learning

Unlike the traditional metaphor of learning as acquisition, MSS views 
learning as transformation. The notion of transformation has been funda-
mental in the development of alternative accounts of learning, including 
those of Vygotsky (1978), Freire (2007), and Halliday (2004). On this 
basis, I will begin by defining learning and transformation from a multi-
modal socio- semiotic approach.

In MSS, the notion of design is key to understanding transformation. 
Originally, Kress used design as an alternative to the traditional notion of 
literacy (Cope & Kalantzis, 2013; New London Group, 1996), in order 
to propose a more apt tool to describe and recognize meaning- making in 
our current times. Design revolves around the decisions (Kress, 2003), 
processes (Kress, 2010), and principles (Kress, 2015) behind sign com-
position. It allows us to view meaning- making as agentive and not as 
the mere reproduction or use of an already- established semiotic system. 
Design tells us that meaning- making is never fully reproductive— 
although it draws on previously made signs— but rather productive and 
transformative. Learning is, in fact, semiotic transformation.

From this perspective, transformation can be understood as the act of 
moving meanings from one place to the next, from one social practice 
to the next, or from one social setting to another. Semiotic movement 
requires transformations across modes and media. Such semiotic trans-
formations, which are guided by principles of design, can thus be treated 
as evidence of learning. In adopting this perspective, we expand substan-
tially our notion of learning by recognizing meanings, meaning- making 
processes, and sign transformation in places and spaces where these are 
usually invisible (Kress, 2011).

Drawing on this characterization, I will define learning here as the 
ongoing semiotic transformations through which the meaning- maker 
appropriates signs to fit their own communicative and rhetorical purposes 
(Bezemer & Kress, 2016). Learning becomes materialized in particular 
signs and texts; these instantiations are to be taken as evidence or signs of 
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learning (Bezemer & Kress, 2016) and not as learning itself. In this view, 
representation, interaction, and communication are intrinsic to learning 
and it is through evidence of such transformation, i.e. signs of learning, 
that we can track learning (Bezemer & Kress, 2016).

This operationalization of learning allows us to see it as multimodal 
engagement. Conceptually, this helps us overcome traditional views 
of learning which associate it with linguistic achievement only (Jewitt, 
2008; Kress, 2003), disregarding other modes and the ways in which 
they become orchestrated to make complex multimodal meanings. In 
addition, it also helps us foreground the agentive nature of the meaning- 
maker in opposition to learning as the acquisition of stable forms, con-
tent, and structures, which tends to obscure creative semiotic work 
(Kress, 2013).

In this chapter, learning as transformation will be analyzed by drawing 
on the notions of interest and criteriality (outlined in Chapter 2), which 
are necessary to explore how learners can critically transform available 
signs to multimodally demonstrate their situated agency in the classroom.

Multimodal social semiotics and language textbook analysis

MSS has proven fruitful for the development of textbook discourse 
studies and, in particular, for the development of textbook studies in the 
field of language teaching.

By attending to meaning beyond the verbal, studies have been able 
to explain the most fundamental changes that have taken place in text-
book design and representation, as discussed in Machin (2007). Bezemer 
and Kress (2010, 2015) analyzed these changes in detail by studying 
English, science, and mathematics textbooks in England (from 1930 to 
the 2000s). Their findings show some of the most fundamental changes 
that have taken place over time in terms of: composition and design of 
the textbook page (linearity vs modularity), the use of modality markers 
(color, depth, etc.), preferred syntactic structures (parataxis or hypo-
taxis), among others.

MSS has also been applied to additional language textbook studies. 
As mentioned in Chapter 3, Weninger (2021) has recently argued that 
studies in this field usually fall into two main categories in terms of how 
they conceive and use multimodality in their analyses. The more frequent 
approach is to analyze visual and verbal texts separately (by considering 
each mode in isolation); others take intermodality (how modes interact) 
and intersemiosis as their points of departure by foregrounding the 
orchestration of semiotic resources used in textbooks for the purposes of 
representation.

Growing attention to multimodal and intermodal aspects of represen-
tation in additional language textbook studies has helped research expand 
its focus from representation to the connections between representation, 
communication, and (imagined) interaction (Canale, 2021; Weninger, 
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2021). For instance, Xiong and Peng (2021) analyze Chinese as a second 
language textbooks, focusing on three kinds of image– text relations: 
referential/ illustrative, referential/ linguistic, and denotational. Their 
findings show that each of these relations has implications for the way in 
which cultural values are presented to students and also the way in which 
students are pedagogically positioned by textbook discourse. These 
findings are in consonance with those of Weninger (2021), who draws on 
systemic functional linguistics (SFL) to argue that multimodal language 
textbook analysis should view meaning not only as representation but 
also as interaction, by attending to the ways in which producer– reader 
interaction is designed and shaped by textbook discourse.

For her part, Chapelle’s (2016) study of French foreign language 
textbooks provides different characterizations of image– text relations 
(essential, enhancing, orienting, building, and independent). Her ana-
lysis shows how coherence is constructed multimodally at the intersec-
tion of visual and written texts and tasks, pointing to the importance of 
multimodal analysis for issues of textbook representation and pedagogy. 
Finally, Chen (2010) studied multimodal resources in English as a for-
eign language (EFL) textbooks and the various heteroglossic mechanisms 
through which dialogic engagement is constructed. The analysis of 
illustrations, dialogue balloons, labels, etc. is informative of how different 
voices (characters, editors, etc.) become articulated in textbook discourse.

However, research in language textbooks usually takes for granted the 
textbook as a semiotic product and little is known about the textbook in 
actual classrooms. By drawing on an ethnographic example of classroom 
interaction and work, I will empirically address some of the key issues in 
the articulation between representation, interaction, and learning to help 
integrate these semiotic practices in multimodal and critical textbook 
discourse analysis. This does not restrict the phenomenon to textbook 
use. On the contrary, it broadens the scope to the classroom as a com-
plex semiotic site where several meanings, artifacts, voices, and practices 
become articulated.

About the example: making a 3D map

To illustrate how ethnographic and multimodal research on textbook dis-
course can look at learning as transformation, I will present an illustra-
tive example of a previous ethnographic classroom research study. Since 
the main characteristics of the study, research site, and participants were 
introduced in Chapter 3, in this section I will only contextualize the data 
at hand.

As mentioned in Chapter 3, the textbook used in the beginner EFL 
classroom in which I conducted the observations was Uruguay in Focus 1 
(Pearson Longman, 2003). This textbook was designed following an inter-
national format, but was accommodated to the local culture by adding 
visual references, texts, and contents that referred to Uruguay. Like many 
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other EFL textbooks, Uruguay in Focus 1 has a unit that revolves around 
the notion of place and, more precisely, towns and neighborhoods. In 
EFL textbooks, this topic is usually used to offer learners content vocabu-
lary (names of places, stores, shops, tourist activities), grammatical points 
(prepositions of place, question and answer formation), communicative 
functions (how to give and ask for directions, how to make suggestions). 
This unit typically shows a 2D map of a place— usually geographically 
located in the target community— and students need to read the map in 
order to answer some questions regarding how to get from one place to 
another.

In Uruguay in Focus 1, a 2D map of Brighton is presented in the first 
page of the chapter. The map shows some historical buildings, tourist 
sites, tourist information offices, and other places which revolve around 
English culture and history. A look at the visual and textual prosody 
constructed in the map— and in the surrounding texts and tasks— 
points to three main interrelated phenomena, which are also recurrent 
throughout the textbook and the series.

Firstly, the textbook construes a tourist gaze (Byram, 1997; Kramsch 
& Vinall, 2015; Vinall & Shin, 2019): the learner is positioned as a 
tourist who needs to imaginarily navigate the map and certain places to 
fulfill their needs as visitors. In general terms, no further engagement with 
the content and the representations at hand is required.

Secondly, the unit constructs a middle-  (and upper) social class feel 
(Gray & Block, 2014) both visually and verbally, reinforcing consumerist 
practices (Block, 2014, 2017; Bori, 2018; Gray, 2010). Characters tour 
the city and learners are asked to tour the textbook by assuming particular 
interests, possibilities, and behaviors that do not open space for social 
class contestation: money and free time are assumed to be possessed and, 
more precisely, they are assumed to be possessed for spending on tourist 
leisure activities. No other forms of engagement with the notion of city, 
town, or neighborhood are offered to the learner.

Thirdly, connections between the target culture (represented by 
Brighton) and the local culture (students’ own neighborhoods and 
towns) are constructed via replication of the same ideological patterns 
and assumptions. For example, by the end of the unit students are asked 
to design a tourist guide for their own town. To do this, they are required 
to collect local images and advertisements. Instructions require learners 
to name the best place to go shopping and to write about a good place to 
eat, among others.

As a final task for this unit, the teacher— Vera— modified the final 
activity provided by the textbook. Students were not asked to write a 
tourist guide of their own town but to walk around the school block 
and document (with videos, photographs, and sounds) what they saw, 
in order to design a 3D map. This reformulation of the final task erased 
some of the assumptions the textbook makes about social class and about 
the social reality— or even the interests— of students.
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Vera called in a specialist in urban design to teach learners how to use 
SketchUp software so that they would be able to design their 3D map. 
This required learners to focus on issues of shape, size, angle, zoom, dir-
ectionality, distance, and many other details that need to be addressed 
when micro- mapping. Students used the school desktops and the laptops 
provided by the school (and handed out by the government) to design 
their own maps of the school street. Since some of the students lived in the 
school neighborhood, they already had background information about it. 
As a form of informal interactive assessment practice, Vera would sit 
next to each student, navigate the final 3D map with them, and ask them 
questions about the map design and the decisions they made. She also 
asked questions in which learners would have to draw on the vocabu-
lary introduced by the textbook. In other words, while the making of the 
3D map required learners to engage in intense multimodal work (mostly 
visual, spatial, and graphic), the assessment practice required learners to 
orally voice their decisions in design making as well as to draw on the 
content of the textbook. The overall assessment around this final task is 
explored in Canale (2019, 2022).

On this occasion, I will focus on a map one of the students made. 
My aim is to discuss how she multimodally negotiated representations 
of social class in the textbook and what this implies in terms of viewing 
learning as semiotic transformation.

Transforming textbook discourse or making social class 
visible again

While using the textbook in this unit of classroom work, students did 
not seem to overtly reject or contest textbook discourse. In other words, 
there were no instances in the data of (verbal) classroom interaction in 
which students complained or offered alternatives to what the textbook 
shows— and to what it fails to show— in the unit about neighborhoods 
and towns. However, looking at the students’ visual and graphic work as 
evidence of learning, and examining how students made their 3D maps, 
brings to light the ways in which they transform textbook discourse, even 
when the textbook itself was not used in a classroom task as computers 
were used for making the 3D maps.

To illustrate my point, I will present the example of a 3D map of the 
school block designed by one of these students (to whom I shall refer to as 
student S4). Most of the photographs she took while touring the school 
street show small stores (traditional local bakeries, hairdressers, etc.) and 
small buildings; they look rather old and somewhat run- down.

Upon navigating her 3D map, I learned that student S4, unlike most 
others, did not focus on offering a detailed visual or graphic description 
to the viewer. Only a few buildings were represented in a considerably 
greater degree of detail (I will return to this later). All in all, her map 
showed some sort of visual and graphic prosody through which the same 
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meanings seemed to recur. These were instantiated by means of several 
visual markers, such as:

• The use of a relatively similar size and shape for almost all buildings, 
making them look quite similar;

• The abundant use of gray, beige, and other opaque colors, offering 
visual cohesion to different parts of the map, except for some light 
yellow, green, or blue buildings;

• A lack of details in buildings, but a visually detailed depiction of 
stores and shops, for instance by including signage, posters on the 
wall, bars in windows, cracks on the walls, among others.

As a result of these visual markers, her 3D map differed substantially 
from the middle-  to upper- class feel found in the textbook, and it also 
offered a more homogeneous look than the actual street being micro- 
mapped. However, my interest is not in investigating to what extent her 
map resembled what the naked- eye would see while touring the school 
block, but rather in understanding the principles and motivations under-
lying the learner’s choices and how— and for what purposes— these 
came to transform the available sign, i.e. the 2D map of Brighton in the 
textbook.

While the teacher was navigating the 3D map with the student, she 
asked her to explain her work. In this interaction, both the learner’s 
ideological interest in map design and her criteriality in representation 
were made explicit. These made her ideological positioning toward 
textbook discourse and toward social reality available to others in the 
classroom.

Figures 4.1 and 4.2 show stills from the student’s process of 3D map  
design. The principles of map design that led her to opt for a different  
representation— compared to other 3D maps in the classroom and  
compared to the use of color, shape, and size used by the map in the  

Figure 4.1  Student using Sketchup
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textbook— were made explicit as the teacher started to ask questions so  
that the student had the opportunity to explain her choices, as Extract  
4.1 shows:

V: So what about the map of your neighborhood?
S4: Acá!
V: Good. Good. Like the map in the textbook.
S4: No! (laughs). In my neighborhood no big buildings, no museo, no 

castles. Mirá los shops.
V: What?
S4: They are reales. Old, dirty (laughs) very, very old and dirty. The map 

[in the textbook] very, very rich. My [neighborhood] is poor.
V: Oh (smiles). So it is very different for you.
S4: Sí. Yes, teacher. Mirá las rejas en las en las ventanas (laughs) acá te 

roban, teacher.

Translation:

V: So what about the map of your neighborhood?
S4: Here!
V: Good. Good. Like the map in the textbook.
S4: No! (laughs). In my neighborhood no big buildings, no museum, no 

castles. Look at the stores!
V: What?
S4: They are real. Old, dirty (laughs) very, very old and dirty. The map 

[in the textbook] very, very rich. My [neighborhood] is poor.
V: Oh (smiles). So it is very different for you.

Figure 4.2  Student designing her 3D map with Sketchup
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S4: Yes, teacher (laughs). Look at the window bars, you can get robbed 
here, teacher.

Extract 4.1
Student’s explanation of her 3D map during informal interactive 
assessment

What does the brief interaction in Extract 4.1 tell us about learning as 
transformation? What does it tell us about the way in which the learner 
positions herself toward textbook discourse and its visual representations? 
What does it tell us about how she is evaluating textbook representations?

If we looked at this interaction from a traditional ideology of (lan-
guage) learning, we would probably be tempted to focus on the ‘problems’ 
the student encounters when using the target language or to associate her 
recurrent use of the mother tongue with a sort of ‘linguistic deficit.’ On 
a more positive note, we could even foreground what she seems to have 
‘acquired’ in terms of the structures, grammar points, and vocabulary 
which have been addressed throughout the unit of classroom work and 
which the student is able to draw on in her speech. This, of course, is 
not the approach I would like to adopt here. So, what can we say about 
Extract 4.1 from an alternative ideology of learning as transformation?

When the 3D map and the interaction between Vera and the student 
S4 are considered together, semiotic transformation emerges, pointing to 
evidence of learning. In terms of representation and communication, it 
becomes clear that the student’s use of semiotic resources demonstrates 
her interest and criteriality as meaning- maker and, at the same time, they 
also demonstrate that what is represented in the textbook does not map 
neatly onto the student’s own representation. Her design is guided by her 
interest in representing a neighborhood and a street that— to her— are 
very different from the social reality visually represented in the textbook. 
In other words, she wishes to communicate to her audience that she does 
not feel the neighborhood depicted in the textbook resembles, in any way, 
the school neighborhood, which is her own neighborhood. The discon-
nect between the student’s social reality and social class, as represented in 
the textbook, is key in shaping criteriality in her visual representations. 
This disconnect shapes the representation in terms of weighing up what 
is criterial and what can be left out of the representation; and perhaps it 
also shapes the way in which the student draws on English and Spanish in 
her explanation to the teacher, in which the full explanation of her social 
reality is performed in Spanish: Mirá las rejas en las en las ventanas, acá 
te roban, teacher (Look at the window bars, you can get robbed here, 
teacher), pointing to events, practices, and also vocabulary which are 
absent in the textbook.

Along these lines, the student designs a 3D map for which she makes 
different choices in terms of what is included and excluded and how much 
detail she needs to show her audience for her meanings to come across. 
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All these choices aim at showing the ways in which her neighborhood is 
different from the map represented in the textbook. In fact, these choices 
are oriented to showing what her neighborhood lacks in comparison to 
what the map in the textbook has.

As mentioned earlier, her map had a very different choice of colors 
(mostly colors that give an impression of old, dirty, and run- down 
buildings) as well as a very different choice of size (no big buildings 
appear compared to other students’ maps and also to the map in the 
textbook). This difference in size also represents a difference in the type 
of store included in the map and the social class associated with it (for 
instance, from palaces, theaters, and shopping malls in the textbook map 
to a small hairdressers and an old bakery in the student’s map). These 
could be considered visual signifiers of social class which intertextually 
and interdiscursively react to the map in the textbook. In orchestrating 
these signifiers in particular ways, S4 is not only transforming textbook 
discourse but also positioning herself in terms of social class. This inter-
pretation is backed by the several interactive moves the student and the 
teacher make while navigating the 3D map, as illustrated in Table 4.1.

Let us now focus on what each of these interactive moves entails:
Move 1: Vera initiates this move by comparing the student’s 3D map 

(which represents both the neighborhood in which she lives and the neigh-
borhood where the school is located) to the 2D map of Brighton represented 
in the textbook: Good. Good. Like the map in the textbook. In this manner, 
she pedagogically links the textbook tasks she used for building on vocabu-
lary and the final task she designed for using the computers.

Move 2: The student downright rejects this comparison. Her rejection  
is justified by arguments that make her own meaning- making process  
available to the teacher. Through a sequence of negations (see underlines  
below) she presents her own neighborhood by enumerating what it does  
not have and which she therefore did not include in her map (in com-
parison to what the map of Brighton in the textbook does include): In my  
neighborhood no big buildings, no museum, no castles. The abundant  

Table 4.1  Key moves in teacher– student interaction

Move Initiator Action

1 Teacher Compares map in the textbook with S4’s 3D map
2 Student Rejects comparison
3 Student Refocuses teacher’s attention
4 Student Squares differences between the textbook map and her 

own
5 Teacher Accepts differences
6 Student Refocuses teacher’s attention
7 Student Negotiates social reality as represented by the textbook 

and as experienced by her
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visual representations of middle and upper- class buildings, spaces, and  
practices in the textbook seem to have caught the student’s attention, even  
though it has not been made apparent before through the classroom unit.  
In this second move, the learner already sets apart her social reality from  
that represented in the textbook. Her choice to explain these differences  
through negations is relevant in that absence becomes foregrounded.  
In other words, the student foregrounds that there are no big buildings  
instead of foregrounding the fact that there are small buildings. These  
choices have ideological implications in terms of representation because  
they position the student as agentive in rejecting the depiction of social  
reality and (assumed) social class offered by the textbook by entertaining  
the presence and absence of elements that come to index social class in  
each of these maps.

Move 3: Once the student makes her argument explicit, she moves on 
to redirect the teacher’s attention: Look at the stores! In doing this, she 
interactively designs the teacher’s engagement with the map by directing 
her to particular visual markers she assumes are signifiers of her negoti-
ation of social reality: the stores.

Move 4: After directing the teacher’s attention to the 3D stores she 
designed, the student ideologically squares (van Dijk, 1996) the stores 
in her map with the stores shown in the textbook map to foreground 
differences in social reality/ social class. This ideological squaring is 
instantiated by means of connotation strategies (Wodak, 2001) through 
which evaluations set apart the social reality of the student from that 
depicted in the textbook. On the one hand, the stores depicted in the text-
book are represented as ‘ideal’ or, in better terms, not real/ istic (The map 
[in the textbook] very, very rich) in opposition to the stores she depicted 
(My [neighborhood] is poor) which, to her, are real/ istic because they are 
old, dirty, very, very old and dirty. Ideologically, the student assumes that 
in representing a ‘very rich’ neighborhood, the textbook is providing her 
with an unrealistic or even inauthentic representation.

Move 5: After listening to the student’s explanation about the map 
in the textbook and her own map, and after looking at these differences 
while navigating the map with the student, the teacher seems to accept 
these differences or at least to acknowledge the student’s own view: Oh so 
it’s very different for you. This movement is key if we consider the context 
in which this interaction is taking place: the student is showing her work 
and explaining her choices and the teacher is interactively assessing the 
student’s work. Thus, recognition and legitimation of the student’s multi-
modal transformation is fundamental at this point in the interaction.

Move 6 and Move 7: Finally, the student moves from explaining her  
transformations to the textbook map to explaining how and in what  
ways these transformations are to be taken as a negotiation of social  
reality. This is done by refocusing the teacher’s attention for her to engage  
with a particular aspect of the representation: Look at the window bars…
here you can get robbed, teacher. As discussed above, window and door  
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bars are some of the few elements the student seems to have designed in  
a greater degree of detail (see Figure 4.3). These, in turn, also respond  
to her interest and criteriality. By including bars in windows and doors,  
negative evaluations are visually construed. Interdiscursively, the theme  
of fear and insecurity contributes to distancing her representation of  
social experience from what the textbook shows, by warning that you  
can get robbed here.

This illustrative analysis suffices to show the ideological and trans-
formative multimodal work the student engages in to negotiate textbook 
discourse by agentively transforming textbook visual representations of 
social class and social reality. By including several visual and graphic 
markers that point to the construction of a different social class feel and 
by including discourses which are systematically excluded by the text-
book (such as insecurity and fear in the neighborhood), the student is 
not only rejecting how the textbook represents the link between place, 
social class, and social reality but she is also critically drawing attention 
to the discourses and topics the textbook fails to address and which are 
relevant to her.

Recognizing these meanings is key for textbook analysts because it 
allows us to find negotiation and transformation of textbook discourse in 
unexpected places and in unexpected ways. Legitimating these meanings 
as learning is fundamental for teachers as it allows them to capture the 
agentive and transformative nature of learning. It also allows them to 
see learners as social actors with particular ideological interests which 
become articulated when they represent and communicate. In other words, 
this tells us about ‘who language learners are’ (Block, 2014, p. 162) in 
opposition to what textbooks— and other pedagogic materials— expect 
them to be.

Figure 4.3  Student drawing a 3D store with Sketchup
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Even when there might be little hope for textbooks to change the ways 
in which they represent social reality— and how they fail to represent 
and discuss social class issues— there is a lot of work that can be done by 
researchers and teachers to recognize, validate, and legitimate the critical 
and transformative meanings that students make and that oftentimes pass 
unnoticed in the classroom.

Three key questions for discussion

The ethnographic example I have presented has implications for the 
approach I adopt throughout this book. Let us tentatively answer three 
main questions to discuss these implications:

What kinds of representations of social reality does the    
textbook provide to students?

Based on the vast literature on textual representations in textbooks, it may 
come as no surprise to learn that the textbook tends to homogenize and 
naturalize certain practices pertaining to social class and to many other 
social categories I have not addressed here. Textbook representations 
addressed in this chapter construct a middle- class feel which point to 
an unproblematic— or unproblematized— self; they provide ideological 
cohesion throughout the textbook, perpetuating other social practices 
through selective inclusion and exclusion.

However, rather than just focusing on what is included and excluded, 
we can go a step further and state that social reality— apart from being 
simplified and homogenized— is also presented as a given, leaving little 
room for students’ exploration, reflection, interpretation, or even con-
testation. At least this is what we can infer from the textbook as a semi-
otic product. This is attested by both textual representations and by 
tasks. For instance, the textbook presents goals and tasks that usually 
do not focus on the students’ ability to explore, discuss, evaluate, or 
critically interpret social reality. On the contrary, tasks mainly focus 
on grammar and vocabulary practice, closing spaces— or at least not 
opening them— for students to critically assess textbook representations 
of social reality and even their own. In other words, the notion of lan-
guage as a set of structures to be practiced and drilled and as a set of 
transparent behaviors for transmitting needs, ideas, and thoughts are 
somewhat foregrounded and social reality— as represented in texts, 
tasks, and images— is taken as a ‘pretext’ for language practice. Since 
textbook discourse tends to take social reality as a pretext to prac-
tice language skills, no ideological space is opened by the textbook for 
potential contestation of the identities and practices represented, or even 
of the ones left out. In fact, it is through interaction and classroom work 
that these representations can become denaturalized for eventual nego-
tiation and contestation.
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Multimodally, a representation of a homogeneous and highly idealized 
social reality is construed and naturalized by foregrounding the verbal 
work of students to demonstrate learning rather mechanically or unprob-
lematically (repeating patterns, filling in blanks, among others) and 
backgrounding reflexive engagement with textbook discourse. In doing 
this, social reality is monoglossically assumed to be objective and students’ 
personal experiences and subjective stances are not accounted for.

How— and to what extent— do students negotiate these 
representations through classroom interaction and work?

Students do negotiate these representations; evidence of this was provided 
throughout this chapter, as well as in previous studies (Canale, 2019; 
Canale & Furtado, 2021). However, whether and to what extent these 
negotiations become evident in the classroom depends on how we view 
meaning- making and learning, on the opportunities students are offered 
to make meanings available to others, and on the tools we have as 
researchers and teachers to recognize such meanings (Kress & Selander, 
2012). To be able to fully capture learners’ negotiation and transform-
ation processes we need to attend to their multimodal work and not limit 
ourselves to what they demonstrate verbally in the classroom. In fact, 
students deploy several multimodal strategies to resist, contest, and trans-
form textbook discourse.

In the case under investigation, the student’s work shows signs of 
transformation as learning (by contesting textbook discourse), mostly 
when interacting with the teacher and other students or when the teacher 
frames a task which does not necessarily restrict itself to what the text-
book dictates, shows, and represents. In other words, in my data, nego-
tiations are generally not visibly instantiated when using the textbook 
(in the strict sense of the term) or performing a textbook task, but rather 
when talking about and around the textbook in a particular classroom 
task. In this manner, the authorized and authoritative role of the text-
book for classroom work and learning is not directly questioned when 
performing a task presented by the textbook, but is instead negotiated 
when the task requires the recollection of previous experiences with the 
textbook, when it requires students to focus on a particular aspect of 
textbook discourse, or when a task designed by the teacher opens up 
a space for students to bring their own experiences and stances to the 
classroom.

What do these negotiations tell us about learning as transformation?

By looking at learning as transformation we can see the bigger picture 
of the semiotic work of students, which goes far beyond the strictly lin-
guistic and the reproductive. Legitimating this work involves attending 
to the situated agency of teachers and students, since educational media 
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might not recognize such work to its full extent. It is for this reason that 
analyzing situated agency in denaturalizing and contesting textbook 
discourse— and other educational media— is fundamental.

The textbook could potentially play a key role in opening up these 
spaces if a different approach to social reality were taken (as subjective, 
socially and historically bounded, and negotiable) and also if a different 
approach to learning (as multimodal transformation) were adopted. 
Along these lines, it is important to note that this notion of learning as 
transformation does not background the role of textbooks or the role of 
language learning. On the contrary, it opens up a space for better recog-
nizing transformation and learning, and for better understanding how 
language operates in multimodal communication.

Textbooks are still key to educational processes and have— because 
of their long standing tradition in the classroom— the potential to foster 
students’ situated agency in appropriating and transforming available 
representations and discourses. While it is theoretically and practically 
impossible to require textbooks to include all types of identities, diver-
sity, etc. (Azimova & Johnston, 2012), there is no doubt that presenting 
tasks that open up spaces for deconstructing textbook discourse can help 
students exert their situated agency as learners and further develop critic-
ality (Thompson, 2013). For this to happen, however, the ways in which 
textbooks generally position themselves with regards to social reality (as 
the authoritative voice) and how they pedagogically construe identities 
for the students as learners need to change.

Finally, regarding language learning, the example and analysis 
presented show that expanding our notion of learning as multimodal 
engagement allows us to better recognize the semiotic work of students in 
the classroom and to recognize their situated agency as meaning- makers 
with specific ideological interests and positionings in the classroom.

Conclusions

The textbook as an artifact has a twofold— and sometimes conflicting— 
nature: it is both a cultural and a curriculum artifact, as discussed in 
Chapter 2. As a curriculum artifact, the textbook is embedded in wider 
socio- educational and political practices, through which it is usually 
framed as the authority in teaching and learning, and as an authorita-
tive voice that ‘neutrally shows’ social reality to students through offi-
cially valuated knowledge. As a cultural artifact, the textbook almost 
symptomatically reproduces the dominant discourses in a given culture 
by allowing some voices in while recurrently excluding other voices, 
perspectives, and stances.

The example discussed in this chapter shows that in attending to 
representation, interaction, and learning as three interrelated semiotic 
practices we can better capture students’ and teachers’ situated agency in 
the classroom. This does not necessarily mean we need to background the 
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examination of structural agency by textbook producers or even neglect 
the educational and ethical obligations of textbooks, or any other form 
of educational media.

The overwhelming abundance of safe topics (Gray, 2002) in textbooks 
and the abundance of strategies used to frame topics unproblematically 
background critical social issues which, in turn, can make it difficult to 
open up spaces for criticality in the classroom. However, my illustrative 
example suggests that when the textbook is considered in context— and 
when the multimodal transformative work of students is considered— 
spaces for contestation can be opened. These spaces might be larger or 
smaller, more or less systematic, more or less stable in the language class-
room, but they are a tool for understanding learning as transformative 
engagement.

At this point, I would like to foreground the fact that by overtly 
contesting hegemonic discourses in the textbook, students also con-
test discourses about the textbook. As for discourses in the text-
book, students’ own multimodal transformations evince their situated 
agency in contesting textbook representations as a ‘mirror of social 
reality.’ As for discourses about the textbook, students’ multimodal 
transformations— and how they are addressed by the teacher and by 
themselves in classroom interaction and work— point to how they 
more implicitly question the supposed textbook neutrality in mediating 
knowledge/ content.

In conclusion, when students defy the way in which a textbook 
represents social reality, they are exerting agency and ideological cre-
ativity. They are not only resisting a particular textbook representation 
but, more broadly, they are struggling against what Williams (1989) calls 
a selective tradition that, as any hegemonic regime, has organic fissures, 
limits, and holes which can eventually be filled with ideological resist-
ance and contestation. This is what makes multimodal and ethnographic 
research in textbook discourse studies so important.
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5  Textbook and the media

A hand with six fingers,1 comparing the Smurfs with Communism2 and 
Allah with the Christian God,3 entertaining pro- gender and sexual diver-
sity discourses4 or (anti- ) climate change theories.5 What do all these phe-
nomena have in common? They are some of the visual representations 
and content that appear in school textbooks and other forms of educa-
tional media around the globe, and which have been the object of scru-
tiny and public debate among political, social, educational, and religious 
actors in mass and digital media. In other words, these representations 
caused semiotic disputes in which social actors more or less explicitly 
questioned what is/ should be represented in a school textbook, who has/ 
should have the right to say what is to be represented in a textbook, 
how the textbook should communicate to learners, and what textbook 
representations should be like. As the reader can note, these issues per-
tain to the ways in which society makes meanings about the textbook 
(see Chapter 1). They also pertain to the mechanisms through which the 
discourse of textbooks, guidebooks, and other educational media become 
proxies for broader struggles in society.

What is particularly interesting about the analysis of these disputes 
and polemics is that, in struggling for the right to interpret textbook 
representations and discourse, social actors are, in more indirect ways, 
fighting for the right to interpret and fix social reality, questioning, invali-
dating, or even rejecting alternative interpretations and worldviews. As 
shall be addressed throughout this chapter, the process in which meanings 
are more or less overtly disputed involves ideological work.

Chapters 2– 4 addressed issues of representation, communication, 
interaction, and learning in textbook development and in the classroom. 
Representation, interaction, communication, and learning are, as defined 
throughout the book, distinct— and yet intimately connected— semiotic 
practices. The present chapter focuses on situated ways of exploring text-
book discourse outside schools and classrooms by drawing attention to a 
specific context in which textbook discourse circulates but which has not 
been the object of as many textbook discourse studies: media discourse. 
In particular, in this chapter I analyze how textbook discourse becomes 
thematized and recontextualized in the media and what the implications 
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are of shifting meanings and resources from pedagogical/ educational dis-
course to news discourse.

This chapter revolves around the (polemic) release of a teacher guide-
book for gender and sexuality education in Uruguay. As announced in 
Chapter 2, I will consider teacher guidebooks, which are a particular 
type of textbook. In particular, I will focus on one image from this guide-
book that circulated in the media. The study of the discursive processes 
of mediatization, thematization, and (visual) recontextualization will 
serve to explore how textbook discourse is debated in the media and how 
social actors discursively and ideologically position themselves and others 
when debating it.

What makes (particular bits and pieces of) a textbook or a guidebook 
newsworthy? How— and for what purposes— are educational media 
debated in media discourse? What issues of ideology and power are at 
stake when an image becomes decontextualized from a guidebook and 
recontextualized into news discourse? These questions point to the ways 
in which a social group such as the press, which still holds an amount 
of symbolic power and control over public discourse (van Dijk, 2000, 
2003), and other more or less organized social groups which participate 
in social and digital media communication make meanings about educa-
tional media by selecting, reporting, and managing other texts and voices. 
Analyzing these issues is indeed relevant for (multimodal) critical text-
book discourse analysis.

Textbooks in the media

The media is a particularly interesting research site for analyzing ideo-
logical disputes and semiotic struggles because of how permeable media 
communication is to controversy and polemic (Cottle, 2006). By ‘the 
media’ I refer to several forms of communication which entail different 
types of participation, institutionalization, circulation of meanings, and 
communicative (a)symmetries. While my main focus in this chapter is on 
mass media (the news), I will also consider social media.

As discussed earlier, a quick look at the media indicates that textbooks 
and other forms of educational media are indeed talked about in social 
spheres beyond the strictly educational: textbook discourse is mediatized 
and textbook contents and representations circulate in news discourse 
and in social media fueling disputes over education, culture, and politics. 
While, to my knowledge, textbook discourse studies have not addressed 
this issue extensively, there are of course previous critical studies that 
have addressed this from complementary angles.

Researchers have usually looked at debates, polemics, and controver-
sies surrounding textbooks and other educational media from a broader 
sociological viewpoint, considering mass media and other social spheres 
in which textbooks circulate. For instance, Nozaki and Selden (2009) 
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and Selden and Nozaki (2009) addressed the politics of memory and 
nationalism in Japan. They analyzed controversies surrounding coloni-
alism and war, how these are addressed by textbooks and, in turn, by 
society at large. In particular, they focused on right- wing nationalist dis-
course and its major attacks on textbooks during the second half of the 
twentieth century, as well as on how polemic issues around textbooks 
attract more or less mass media attention in different periods of time. 
For their part, Kim and Kim (2019) addressed the tensions between the 
national and the global in South Korean textbooks and, more broadly, 
their effect on the politics of history education. Their discussion points 
to how this tension circulates and is reproduced in the news. In add-
ition, Righini de Souza (2018) discussed issues of polemics and censor-
ship in textbooks addressing sexuality and gender in Brazil in the context 
of current movements against gender and sexuality rights. His study paid 
particular attention to the institutional spaces which are designed and 
sustained by the state to control textbook discourse, textbook content, 
and their circulation.

Other authors have examined the politics of textbooks in the US, and 
the many institutional spaces involved in overtly and covertly shaping 
these politics. The work of Apple (1989, 2014) has been fundamental for 
us to broaden our understanding of the cultural politics of the textbook, 
as well as the state’s control over it. For their part, Page and Clelland 
(1978) have addressed debates over the inclusion or exclusion of socially 
sensitive topics in US school textbooks and how controversies unfold as 
powerful groups attempt to maintain their control over official know-
ledge. All these studies provide insights into the conflicts between con-
servative and progressive groups around textbook contents and official 
knowledge in different parts of the world. While such studies occasion-
ally mention or draw on media texts in which these polemics become 
instantiated, their focus is on the broader issues of education, curriculum, 
and power.

This brief— and incomplete— account suffices to draw attention to the 
fact that previous studies have mostly focused on debates over textbook 
content and official knowledge without exploring discursive processes, 
mechanisms, and strategies in detail. However, their discussions and 
findings do point to the fact that social and public debates around the 
textbook and other forms of educational media are used as proxies for 
broader struggles, such as reclaiming the legitimacy of some groups, 
authorizing particular worldviews and values, and struggling for the right 
to interpret or fix meanings and discourses in particular ways. In the 
remainder of this chapter I will address textbook discourse in the news. 
To do so, I will draw on data of a discursive- ethnographic study about 
the release of a gender and sexuality guidebook in Uruguay to critic-
ally explore the discursive processes of mediatization, thematization, and 
(visual) recontextualization in the media.
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About the research

The data I will analyze were collected during an ethnographically- 
informed study of media discourse analysis in which I researched one 
case/ event of (polemic) educational media in national digital news in 
Uruguay: the publishing of a teacher guidebook for gender and sexuality 
education in pre-  and primary school.

Table 5.1 summarizes the main stages in the research process, which 
were, of course, iterative.

Stages 1 and 2 were decisive for better contextualizing the problem 
under investigation and for having enough information to make an 
informed decision at later stages. The period of time considered (2005– 
2019) covers the three left- wing governments in which gender and sexu-
ality guidebooks were designed, as will be further explained later in the 
chapter. Even though, in these stages, I selected polemics about educational 
media for gender and sexuality education, it is important to mention that 
there were other recent polemics for textbooks and guidebooks of other 
school subjects, such as history and social studies. Interestingly, in most 
of these polemics much of what was disputed in the news and the mass 
media revolved around the interpretation of images.

Stage 3 required me to design contextually- bound criteria to select one 
case for fine analysis. The inclusion criteria were as follows:

• Time: Select a case of a relatively recent textbook or guidebook 
polemic;

• Mass media reproduction: Select a polemic case that was intensively 
and/ or extensively reported in national news;

• Context: Select a case for which there is access to extensive contextual  
data and information (such as interviews in the news, editorials, personal  
blogs, and other texts in which social actors talk about the event).

Table 5.1  Main stages in the research study

Stage 1 Identify cases of polemic guidebooks and textbooks for gender and 
sexuality education in national news (2005– 2019)

Stage 2 Collect news reports which thematize them and conduct a broad 
analysis of all identified cases

Stage 3 Select one case for fine analysis
Stage 4 Analyze the guidebook and the processes of mediatization, 

thematization, de/ recontextualization of the selected case in the 
news

Stage 5 Identify and analyze the topics, themes, and contents foregrounded/ 
backgrounded in the processes of mediatization, thematization, 
and de/ recontextualization

Stage 6 Collect and analyze other texts in which this guidebook was debated 
in mass media, digital and news media discourse (digital news, 
Twitter, Facebook, blogs, and websites)
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Stages 4, 5, and 6 required me to conduct an analysis of both the 
selected guidebook— as textual product— and the semiotic and discursive 
processes engaged in migrating meanings from the guidebook to social, 
digital, and mass media, in terms of:

• Decontextualizing bits and pieces of the guidebook (images, tasks, 
extracts);

• Mediatizing them in online newspapers and portals, as well as in 
social media;

• Thematizing the recontextualized bits and pieces in news discourse;
• Recontextualizing these bits and pieces to make new meanings about 

the guidebook so as to foreground its ‘polemic’ aspect— in other 
words— guiding the audience toward a polemic interpretation of 
such bits and pieces.

These stages informed the fine- grained analysis of the semiotic and dis-
cursive practices of migrating meanings from the guidebook into the 
news— and other forms of media discourse— which, in turn, allowed 
me to explore what ideological issues were implicated in the migration 
process.

What bits and pieces of the guidebook became entextualized in the 
media? How did this entextualization shape and frame the polemic? 
What discourses became foregrounded and backgrounded in the 
recontextualization process? What ‘new’ meanings were made through 
the thematization, recontextualization, and mediatization processes? 
How were these meanings mobilized by different social actors? And, 
more importantly, what do these processes tell us about ideology, power, 
and the media? These overarching questions guided the analysis.

Gender, sexuality, and (polemic) educational media in Uruguay

While in the 1980s and 1990s there were some attempts at sex/ uality 
education (with a strong emphasis on biological, reproductive, and health 
topics), in the past two decades Uruguay has engaged in more systematic 
attempts at gender and sexuality education in schools, extending bio-
logical and health issues to the social, cultural, and political dimensions. 
This current trend is probably no different from education in many other 
countries around the world in which great efforts have been made to 
include topics of gender and sexuality in the overt curriculum.

The growing visibility of activist groups and movements in public life, 
mass media, digital media, and popular culture has helped raise awareness 
and make visible several social struggles for gender and sexuality rights. 
In Uruguay— as in many other countries— these have also been accom-
panied by national legislation. However, changes in legislation also 
brought about orchestrated attacks and resistance, usually— albeit not 
exclusively— by some conservative and religious groups. These reactions 
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are transnationally rooted, since anti- gender and sexuality movements 
have increased in Latin America (Corrêa, 2020) and Europe (Patternote 
& Kuhar, 2017), among other regions.

From 2005 to 2019 Uruguay had three consecutive left- wing 
governments by Frente Amplio (Broad Front), a coalition of different 
center- left and left- wing oriented political views. In the specialized litera-
ture, the relationship between these three governments and activist groups 
has been characterized as rather ‘ambivalent’ (Biroli & Caminotti, 2020; 
Johnson, Rodríguez Gustá, & Sempol, 2020). However, it is true that the 
intense work of activist groups has been accompanied by several govern-
mental decisions and changing legislation such as: the decriminalization 
of abortion (2012), the legalization of same- sex marriage and adoption 
(2013), and the granting of identity rights for transgender people (2018).

Along these lines, in 2006, the National Program of Sexuality 
Education was designed. Its main goal was to include topics of gender 
and sexuality in the school curriculum. In 2008, the National Law of 
Education (18.437) was passed; among other things, this law posits 
sexuality education as a key topic to be addressed throughout the full 
schooling process. However, implementation of this law was by no means 
easy. A key strategy was to publish local educational media (textbooks 
and guidebooks) for gender and sexuality education and to promote 
workshops and training seminars for teachers. Educational media were 
designed, endorsed, or approved by the state and oftentimes funded by 
international agencies. Below is a non- exhaustive list of some of these 
educational media:6

• ‘Choosing ourselves. Sexuality and gender guidebook for adolescents’ 
(EligiendoNOS. Guía en Sexualidad y Género para Adolescentes) 
was first published in 2009 by INMUJERES— through the Ministry 
of Social Development;

• ‘Dressed in the classroom. Educational guide about sexual- affective 
diversity’ (Vestidos en el aula. Guía educativa sobre diversidad 
afectivo sexual) was first published in 2011, together with a docu-
mentary, by the organization Llamale H;

• ‘It is ok to talk about it. Sex education for families’ (Está bueno 
conversar. Educación sexual para familias) was published in 2014 by 
the Central Board of Directors (CODICEN) in education (in charge 
of regulating education nation- wide);

• ‘Sex education and diversity. A teaching guidebook’ (Educación y 
diversidad sexual. Guía didáctica), a guidebook for teachers, was 
published in 2014 through the Ministry of Social Development;

• ‘A Didactic proposal for addressing sexual education in pre-  and pri-
mary schools’ (Propuesta didáctica para el abordaje de la educación 
sexual en Educación Inicial y Primaria), a guidebook for teachers, 
was published in 2017 by the Council of Pre-  and Primary Education 
(CEIP) and the NGO Gurises Unidos.
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These guidebooks became thematized in the mass media, digital media, 
and also in parliamentary discourse. Thematization mostly served the 
purposes of reproducing the voices of those who criticized these educa-
tional media and, more indirectly, condemning gender and sexuality edu-
cation and rights. Reactions against these educational media manifested 
in a set of more or less orchestrated institutional and non- institutional, 
legislative, and civil actions, such as mass media and digital media 
campaigns, a few demonstrations on the streets, and even administrative 
and legislative initiatives demanding these textbooks and guidebooks be 
removed from circulation.

In thematizing these guidebooks in the news and other media, anti- 
gender and sexuality movements and groups mobilized a set of arguments 
that contested both the contents and the motivations behind these teaching 
materials. These were usually criticized for being ‘tools for indoctrination 
into gender ideology,’ for being ‘too erotic,’ or even ‘pornographic,’ and 
for representing ‘an abuse’ of the state over parents’ rights to choose the 
values into which their children are socialized. Much of the ideological 
and moralizing work of these arguments revolved around the (conserva-
tive, traditional, heteronormative) family and the extent to which it was 
being attacked by pro- gender and sexuality policies.

Far from being innovative, most of these arguments are recurrent 
topoi in struggles among conservative groups (Apple & Oliver, 2003) for 
whom (public) education is always a potential threat (Apple, 2014). The 
core of such anti- gender arguments against these educational media is 
an attack on gender and sexuality rights via criticisms of the educational 
media and their role in education. Through this criticism, social actors 
and institutions do considerable ideological work defining and redefining 
what educational media are, as well as how they position toward their 
producers (the state, education, private agencies, NGOs7) and their 
audiences (teachers and students).

Exploring educational media: the DPSE

The Propuesta Didáctica para el Abordaje de la Educación Sexual en 
Educación Inicial y Primaria or ‘A Didactic Proposal for Addressing 
Sexual Education in Pre-  and Primary Schools’ (DPSE, henceforth) is a 
teacher guidebook8 published in 2017 by the National Council of Pre-  
and Primary School Education. It was designed by the NGO Gurises 
Unidos and the Council of Sexuality Education and was funded by the 
United Nations’ Population Fund. From its inception, it was conceived as 
a complementary and optional resource for teachers to address issues of 
gender, sexuality, and heteronormativity in the classroom (for students 
aged 4– 12). The DPSE contains two main parts: the first provides the the-
oretical underpinnings of gender and sexuality education and the second 
offers classroom tasks. The full guidebook was made available for free (in 
print and online).

 

 

 

 

 



112 Textbook and the media

112

After its release, the guidebook was reported in the mass media, in 
digital media, and in parliamentary discourse. Several accusations were 
made, usually accompanied by the same bits and pieces of the guide-
book which were recurrently reproduced. Accusations were similar to 
those made to previous locally- produced educational media: the DPSE 
was said to inculcate homosexuality, to manipulate children into ‘gender 
ideology’ by using erotic and pornographic images, and to attempt to 
destroy the (heterosexual, heteronormative) family. Extracts 5.1 and 5.2 
show how these arguments became reported in the news. In this case, the 
reported voice is that of Sebastián Villar, an Evangelical leader who is 
also a member of the group A mis hijos no los tocan (‘Don’t Touch My 
Children’):

According to Sebastián Villar: ‘Who assures me as a parent that the 
teacher has the same principles I have? The guidebook is poorly 
made. We ask that the guide be removed and that it be modified. 
One cannot discriminate against the heterosexual family, and we feel 
discriminated against’.

[De acuerdo a Villar: ‘¿Quién me asegura a mí como padre que el 
docente tiene los mismos principios que yo? La guía está mal hecha. 
Pedimos que la guía se baje y se cambie. No se puede discriminar a la 
familia heterosexual, y nosotros nos sentimos discriminados’]

Extract 5.1 News report ‘Don’t touch my children,’ demonstration 
against the sexuality education guidebook (‘A mis hijos no los tocan’: 
Un grupo de padres afirma que guía sexual de Primaria los deja de 
lado y los cuestiona en su rol, www.teled oce.com, 8/ 11/ 2017)

Under the slogan ‘Don’t Touch my Children’ a demonstration will 
take place (…) they will request for the guide to be withdrawn 
because its use will cause ‘devastating consequences’ to minors.

[Bajo la consigna ‘A mis hijos no los tocan’ se realizará una protesta 
(…) pedirán que la guía sea retirada de circulación porque su 
implementación dejará ‘consecuencias devastadoras’ en los menores]

Extract 5.2 News report Demonstration against ‘indoctrination 
into homosexuality’ for ANEP Guidebook (Marcha contra el 
‘adoctrinamiento en la homosexualidad’ de la guía de ANEP, 
www.180.com, 8/ 9/ 2017)

Drawing on ethnographic approaches to discourse and inspired by media 
ethnography (see Chapter 1), I investigated the mediatization, themat-
ization, and recontextualization of the DPSE in order to account for 
two main phenomena: 1. The semiotic and discursive processes through 
which the guidebook— and its release— became polemic in the media; 
and 2. the discursive strategies deployed by anti- gender groups and 
movements in attacking this guidebook and, more implicitly, attacking 
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gender and sexuality diversity rights. In this chapter, I will report findings 
of the first point.

I collected and analyzed a set of 14 news reports in national online 
press and news portals during the first month after publication of the 
guidebook (July 29 to August 29, 2017). Collectively, the newspapers 
and portals selected cover a wide range of ideological/ political positions. 
Complementarily, I also tracked this polemic event in mass media (TV 
shows, TV debates, and news) and in digital media (Twitter, Facebook) 
for over a month. This points to the fact that my corpus is not necessarily 
homogeneous in a traditional sense of the term. However, this heterogen-
eity is indeed representative of meaning trajectories in the media, which 
usually occurs across genres. In other words, the fragmented and discon-
tinuous meaning- making processes of media communication required me 
to do intensive work in a short period of time to track the mediatization of 
the DPSE across genres. Intertextual and interdiscursive relations are never 
fully linear; however, in mass media and digital media texts, the fractal 
and scalar nature of intertexuality and interdiscursivity becomes more 
apparent. For this reason, my job was to follow meanings as they became 
instantiated in the media, attempting to ‘connect the dots’ so as to attempt 
to generate a coherent— and yet to some extent simplified, but hopefully 
not simplistic— narrative of the phenomenon under investigation.

In the remainder of this chapter I will discuss findings of each of the 
discursive/ semiotic processes: mediatization, thematization, and (visual) 
recontextualization. While they implicate one another, for the sake of 
argument I will address them separately.

Mediatization of the DPSE

In this chapter I use the term ‘mediatization’ to refer to the process through 
which discourse and texts from other fields migrate into media discourse. 
This, of course, is closely linked to the notion of recontextualization; 
however, by referring to ‘mediatization’ here I foreground the processes 
through which meanings, texts, and discourses become reshaped by 
media institutions and actors.

The mediatization of the DPSE was, in a way, similar to that of 
other educational media in Uruguay: particular bits and fragments were 
decontextualized from the guidebook and recontextualized in the media, 
a set of arguments were mobilized or reproduced to criticize it— also 
criticizing the government, education, and gender and sexuality rights’ 
movements. However, unlike what happened with other educational 
media, this polemic lasted for a longer period and resulted in a set of 
orchestrated actions, including educational and legislative petitions to 
remove the guidebook from circulation (see Table 5.2). This was prob-
ably the result of the accumulation of previous polemics around edu-
cational media over the past 15 years as well as the higher degree of 
organization of anti- gender and sexuality and conservative groups to call 
for orchestrated action.
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Table 5.2  A tentative chronology of the mediatization of the DPSE

7/ 21/ 17: The DPSE is officially released
7/ 24/ 17: Monsignor Jaime Fuentes writes against the DPSE on his official 

website (flagging his posts as: ‘gender ideology’ and ‘ideological colonization’)
7/ 25/ 17: Monsignor Jaime Fuentes writes against the DPSE on his official website, 

referring to parents’ ‘rights and responsibilities’ over children’s education
7/ 26/ 17: An editorial by left- wing journalist Hoenir Sarthou in Voces entitled 

‘Sex in school’ (El sexo en la escuela) claims the guidebook eroticizes children 
by discussing a guidebook task entitled ‘Tickling, kissing and hugging’

7/ 27/ 17: Monsignor Jaime Fuentes adheres to Sarthou’s editorial on his 
website

7/ 28/ 17: Cardinal Daniel Sturla speaks against this guidebook and refers to 
Sarthou’s editorial in his national radio broadcast

7/ 31/ 17: As the National Council of Pre- School and Primary Education 
issues a statement declaring the guidebook is only a proposal for teachers 
and that its contents can be eventually revised, a roundtable is aired on 
the national radio program En perspectiva with journalist Hoenir Sarthou, 
among others

8/ 1/ 17: Parliamentary Deputy for the right- wing National Party, Graciela 
Bianchi, and Councilor of Education, Pablo Caggiani, debate over the 
guidebook on the national TV show Desayunos Informales

8/ 3/ 17: Graciela Bianchi announces on Twitter that the Commission of 
Education and Culture of the Chamber of Deputies (of which she was a 
member) will formally request an urgent meeting with the National Council 
of Pre- School and Primary Education to discuss the guidebook

8/ 4/ 17: Social media and mass media start to report that some parents’ 
associations (mostly Red de Padres Responsables or ‘Network of Responsible 
Parents’) will present a counter- proposal to this guidebook

8/ 15/ 17: The Catholic Church of Montevideo announces (on their website and 
in other digital media) their own online course about Sexuality Aprender a 
amar or ‘Learning to love’ for parents and teachers, which is named after a 
sex education guidebook they endorse

8/ 21/ 17: The Catholic Church of Montevideo announces (on their website and 
in other digital media) that the course Aprender a amar (‘Learning to love’) is 
available online

8/ 29/ 2017: Several right- wing politicians announce that the Commission 
of Education and Culture of the Chamber of Deputies and the National 
Council of Pre- School and Primary Education are holding a meeting (XLVIII 
Legislature) to discuss whether to withdraw the guidebook

11/ 16/ 17: The group ‘Network of Responsible Parents’ formally issues a 
petition on the grounds of ‘conscientious objection’ to the National Education 
Council for teachers not to use any guide on gender and sexual education they 
do not agree with (even though none of these guidebooks are mandatory). 
They announce this in several digital media. Two years later, they initiate a 
petition (in progress at the moment of writing) to pass a law which would 
require parents to sign a written consent to state whether they agree to have 
their children exposed to certain issues and topics in the classroom, among 
other proposals made by the petition
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Table 5.2 offers a condensed chronology of the mediatization process. 
The table is limited to different types of opinion pieces in social media, 
digital media, and editorials in newspapers, all of which explicitly evaluate 
the DPSE and position themselves toward gender and sexuality education.

Table 5.3 illustrates the mediatization of the DPSE in the news during  
the first month after its release. If we compare Table 5.2 and Table 5.3,  

Table 5.3  A tentative chronology of the mediatization of the DPSE in the news

7/ 29/ 2017: ‘Polemics between Primary Education, Sturla and the opposition 
due to Sexuality Guidebook’ (Polémica entre Primaria, Sturla y oposición por 
Guía de educación sexual, Subrayado)

7/ 29/ 2017: ‘Approach adopted by sexuality guidebook starts a polemic’ 
(Enfoque de guía sexual escolar desata polémica, El País)

7/ 29/ 2017: ‘Monsignor Sturla: Sexuality education is “typical of totalitatian 
States” ’ (Monseñor Sturla: Educación sexual es ‘típica de un estado 
totalitario,’ La Red 21)

7/ 29/ 2017: ‘Representative Graciela Bianchi calls educational authorities to 
the Parliament because of the Sexuality Education Guidebook’ (Diputada 
Graciela Bianchi cita al Parlamento a autoridades de la enseñanza por Guía 
de Educación Sexual, La Red 21)

7/ 31/ 2017: ‘Tickles, kisses and hugs: the polemics around the Sexuality 
Guidebook’ (Cosquillas, besos y abrazos: las polémicas de la guía de 
educación sexual, El Observador)

7/ 31/ 2017: ‘Resistance against sexuality education in Uruguay’ (Resistencias a 
la educación sexual en Uruguay, La Diaria)

7/ 31/ 2017: ‘School guidebook unleashes big polemic’ (Guía Sexual desata gran 
polémica, El País)

8/ 2/ 2017: ‘Parents want changes in sexuality education’ (Padres quieren 
cambios en la educación sexual, El País)

8/ 6/ 2017: ‘Sexuality at the school desk’ (La sexualidad en el pupitre, El País)
8/ 9/ 2017: ‘Demonstration against “indoctrination into homosexuality” for 

ANEP Guidebook’ (Marcha contra el ‘adoctrinamiento a la homosexualidad’ 
de la Guía de ANEP, 180.com)

8/ 11/ 2017: ‘ “Don’t touch my children” ’: A group of parents affirms that 
Primary School Sexuality Guidebook leaves them aside and questions their 
role’ (‘A mis hijos no los tocan’: Grupo de padres afirma que guía sexual de 
Primaria los deja de lado y los cuestiona en su rol, Teledoce)

8/ 13/ 2017: ‘ “Don’t touch my children,” demonstration against the sexuality 
education guidebook’ (‘A mis hijos no los tocan,’ marcha contra la guía de 
educación sexual, 180.com)

8/ 15/ 2017: ‘Sexuality Education Guidebook. Bianchi questions the attitude by 
ANEP’ (Guía de Educación Sexual. Bianchi cuestiona la actitud de la ANEP, 
El País)

8/ 30/ 2017: ‘Primary Education Authorities explained the content of the 
polemic Sexuality Education Guidebook launched in July’ (Las autoridades 
de Primaria explicaron el contenido de la polémica guía de Educación Sexual 
presentada en julio, Teledoce)
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we learn that around a week after opinion texts started to circulate mas-
sively, the media also started to produce news reports in which the guide-
book became mediatized, fueling a dispute over gender and sexuality  
education which had already taken place with previous local textbooks  
and guidebooks.

After publication of the DPSE, several public figures criticized it on 
their personal websites (e.g. Monsignor Jaime Fuentes), in periodicals 
and editorials (e.g. journalist Hoenir Sarthou), on the radio (e.g. Cardinal 
Daniel Sturla), on Twitter, and on national television (e.g. Parliamentary 
Representative Graciela Bianchi). Reports about the polemic covered 
a wide variety of political affiliations, institutional and social roles, 
including different forms of political discourse, educational discourse, 
religious and secular discourse. While some arguments and voices were 
brought in to defend the release of the DPSE and its content, criticism and 
negative reactions were much more heavily reported.

Interestingly, the mediatization of the DPSE started almost sim-
ultaneously in highly institutionalized (radio broadcast, newspaper 
editorials) and less institutionalized (Twitter, Facebook, personal blogs) 
opinion pieces. The first opinion pieces by Monsignor Jaime Fuentes on 
his personal religious blog, the editorial by renowned left- wing jour-
nalist Hoenir Sarthou and the broadcast by Cardinal Sturla initiated 
the polemic. Not until a week afterwards was this polemic picked up in 
news discourse. This fact is key to understanding mediatization since the 
news does not seem to have set the agenda for the debate over the DPSE 
and gender and sexuality education, but instead it seems to have drawn 
on the voices of other social actors by bringing opinion texts into news 
discourse.

Thematization of the DPSE

For the purpose of this chapter, ‘thematization’ is understood as the edi-
torial, discursive, and textual processes by which media institutions and 
actors turn an event into news or at least into newsworthy material. The 
process of mediatization of the DPSE is, of course, closely linked to its 
thematization. In particular, I am interested in its thematization in news 
discourse, or how the guidebook became news.

As noted in the previous section, news discourse does not seem to 
have set the agenda for the debate over the guidebook even though 
it contributed to it. Instead of creating news items about its release, 
news reports intertextually drew on previous opinion texts to report 
the voices of well- known social actors and their negative reactions to 
the DPSE. As a result, most reports condense two themes: the release 
of the guidebook and its negative reception. However, these themes 
are not balanced throughout the reports: while the former is used to 
briefly frame the news item, the latter is actually addressed as the news-
worthy event.
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In these reports, opinions and evaluations by journalists tend to be 
either excluded or presented in very subtle and indirect ways. By heavily 
reporting negative ‘actions’ and ‘reactions’ against the guidebook, the 
personal and institutional positionings and evaluations of journalists 
become heavily backgrounded. In other words, these news reports about 
the DPSE can be better labeled as ‘issue stories’ (Economou, 2009) or 
‘issue reports’ (White, 1998) in that they share at least three common 
features: they mostly report reactions and opinions rather than the devel-
opment of ‘events’, they deploy several discursive mechanisms to extra- 
textualize or attribute evaluations to external sources; and they tend to 
establish ‘complex’ and ‘under- determined’ relations between external 
voices and the author’s own voice, leaving much of the evaluative work 
to such external sources and voices. As a result, objectivity is discursively 
constructed in a way that ‘the authorial voice is entirely unimplicated 
in any of the evaluations conveyed by the attributed utterances’ (White, 
1998, p. 349).

To better illustrate this, let us return to Extract 5.2. The extract shows 
a very recurrent strategy in these reports, that of manifest intertextuality 
(Fairclough, 1992). This form of intertextuality is signaled by resources 
such as direct quotes and by explicitly attributing words to an outside 
source or original text (such as: According to Sebastián Villar…). As the 
extract exemplifies, this has important implications in terms of news 
discourse. On the one hand, by entertaining other voices, the voice of 
the journalist is represented as outside the text itself in order to discur-
sively construct authorial objectivity. On the other hand, by bringing 
other voices into the news text, the evaluative work can be left to outside 
sources and social actors. In Extract 5.2 this is signaled by explicitly evalu-
ative language— only present in the reported words of Villar— through 
which both the DPSE and gender and sexuality education are negatively 
evaluated (the guidebook is poorly made, one cannot discriminate against 
the heterosexual family).

As I have briefly discussed here, news reports (or, more appropriately, 
issue reports) about the DPSE tend to thematize reactions to the guide-
book which appeared in opinion texts in other forms of media and were 
then brought into news discourse. In so doing, the very release of the DPSE 
becomes backgrounded and both the guidebook and gender and sexuality 
education become foregrounded as polemic. The evaluative work to con-
strue them as polemic, however, is left to the voices and opinions of other 
social actors and not the voice of the journalist.

In the next section, I will focus on the third discursive process: the 
recontextualization of a particular image of the DPSE into news discourse.

(Visual) recontextualization of the DPSE

In making reactions to the DPSE newsworthy, bits and pieces of the 
guidebook were decontextualized and recontextualized into news 
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discourse. The process of recontextualization, as developed by Bernstein 
(2003), always entails a tension between change and stability as well as 
the transformation of meanings as they migrate from one social context/ 
practice to the next. It also entails ideological work in that, by moving 
discourse, new meanings can be mobilized with previously used resources 
to represent social experience in a different way, to align the new audience 
with a particular argument or position, among other things. Along these 
lines, exploring the politics of recontextualization is key to understanding 
issues of power among competing discourses in society (Wodak, 2001) 
and to explore how representations, genres, styles, and social identities 
(Fairclough, 2006) are enacted and reconfigured in different social spaces.

Three bits and pieces of the DPSE were decontextualized from the 
guidebook and recontextualized in the news and other forms of digital 
media. However, the selection of these three texts should not be understood 
necessarily or only as a form of agenda- setting by news media institutions 
since, as discussed earlier, ethnographic data indicate that, in most cases, 
news reports reproduce the same guidebook extracts and images which 
had previously been circulated in digital media by (well- known) social 
actors attacking the release of the DPSE in personal blogs, websites, and 
personal radio broadcasts. Despite this, the fact that the same bits and 
pieces were recurrently reproduced— textually and visually— by the news 
indeed has an effect in the construction of the news and in achieving some 
sort of visual regulation of the ‘event.’

Three images and fragments of the guidebook were usually 
recontextualized in news discourse:

• A drawing of a nude heterosexual couple having sexual intercourse, 
which was usually recontextualized when reported voices complained 
about the ‘erotic’ load of the guidebook;

• A quote claiming ‘There are girls with penises and there are girls with 
vulvas’ (my translation), which was usually recontextualized when 
reported voices claimed the guidebook was ‘scientifically inaccurate’ 
and that it would eventually ‘confuse children;’

• A classroom task proposed by the DPSE in which children are asked 
to tickle, caress, or hug one another, which was used as an example 
of the way in which the guidebook was ‘erotizing’ and ‘abusing’ chil-
dren. (Originally, this task asked learners to reflect on issues of phys-
ical proximity and contact by answering questions such as: ‘When do 
we like being kissed/ tickled, etc? What can we do when we don’t?’, 
my translation).

On this occasion, I will focus on the visual recontextualization of the 
image of the heterosexual couple engaging in sexual intercourse.

Figure 5.1 illustrates the drawing of a heterosexual couple that became  
recontextualized in the media. A key critical question we could ask at this  
point is: What are the discursive effects of bringing a drawing such as  
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the one depicted in Figure 5.1 — among the many images the guidebook  
contains— into media discourse and, in particular, news discourse? To  
answer this question, let us consider the semiotic work of this image in  
the different contexts in which it appeared.

The original context of the image

To outline the original context of the image, we need to address both 
its pedagogical role and how the image relates to other representational 
choices in the DPSE.

The drawing appears in Task 11 of the DPSE entitled ‘¿Cómo se hacen 
los/ as bebés?’ or ‘How are babies made?’ The pedagogical task revolves 
around the explanation of three stages: fertilization, gestation, and birth. 
Among other things, the task provides four images depicting different 
stages for learners to organize them chronologically and logically: a 
couple engaging in sexual intercourse (Figure 5.1), the pregnant woman 
and her male partner, the woman giving birth to the baby, and the newly- 
born baby.

Several observations need to be made. Firstly, all visual representations 
provided in the DPSE are drawings and illustrations (except for a few 
reproduced paintings by famous local artists). These drawings allow for 
easy regulation of illustrated human bodies, as was also discussed for 
other purposes in Chapter 2. Throughout the DPSE, social actors are not 

Figure 5.1  Illustration of the recontextualized image of the DPSE
Source: made after Propuesta Didáctica para el Abordaje de la educación sexual 
en Educación Inicial y Primaria, ANEP, p. 73
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visually represented in much detail: colors are homogeneously used, no 
detailed degrees of shades or lighting are used, the contexts and scenarios 
are not detailed, among other visual markers. In general terms, this makes 
the visual illustration of human bodies safe for the audience by a sort of 
visual hygienization, i.e. avoiding visual signifiers which could be taken 
as being sexually or erotically charged.

Secondly, Figure 5.1 is the only one throughout the full guidebook 
that shows naked bodies,9 even though the bodies are placed in such a 
way that the viewer strategically cannot see their genitals, which could 
be taken as a form of self- censorship in the production of the image. 
All other visual representations show fully dressed characters in highly 
decontextualized scenarios or in minimally contextualized outdoor 
activities.

Thirdly, Figure 5.1 is the only one throughout the full DPSE that shows 
a couple— or an individual— in such an intimate activity. The closest 
degree of sexual or affective intimacy in the visual representations of the 
DPSE is achieved by two girls holding hands, two boys hugging, and a 
boy and a girl also hugging. This makes Figure 5.1 stand out in that it is 
very different from the visual prosody constructed throughout the DPSE.

Despite this, the image also makes use of several resources to lower 
any potential degree of sexual charge or erotic load not only by hiding 
body parts (genitals), but also by construing the heterosexual couple as 
intimate (looking at one another in the eye and smiling), presenting the 
very act of sexual intercourse as a private affair (as they are in what seems 
to be their own bedroom and the window is closed) and, more import-
antly, placing the viewer outside the very narrative (no eye- contact with 
the viewer is offered to construct a visual you, Kress and van Leeuwen, 
2021, p. 117).

In sum, the context of the image, which foregrounds the biological and 
reproductive aspect of sexual intercourse— fertilization— and the visual 
markers used to illustrate the activity taking place point to a represen-
tation in which any potentially erotic or pornographic meanings have 
become mitigated or erased by constructing an intimate and private 
atmosphere to offer a traditional explanation of how a baby comes to be. 
However, since this is the only image that presents such an intimate act, 
it became a good candidate for recontextualization into news discourse 
since— by heavy decontextualization and loose recontextualization— it 
had the potential to become more sensational/ ist.

The recontextualized image

In the previous section I tentatively answered why an image of a nude 
couple engaging in sexual intercourse became recontextualized into 
news discourse when the DPSE contains many more images. My tenta-
tive answer points to the potential meanings the image could make by 
becoming decontextualized from the pedagogical task and from the full 
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DPSE. However, to better understand the process of recontextualization 
we need to also attend to the new context in which the image makes 
meanings, i.e. news/ issue reports.

The recontextualization of this image in news reports entailed the 
exclusion of the pedagogical context of both the task and the remaining 
three images,10 causing an effect of strong decontextualization, which in 
turn allows for new meanings to be inscribed. To be sure, this exclu-
sion works both intramodally (the other three related images were not 
included in news reports) and intermodally (the written description of 
the task was also omitted). In the following sections I will discuss this 
by considering both exclusion (by decontextualization) and inclusion (by 
recontextualization) and their effects on how the DPSE is represented in 
the media.

The recontextualized image and the compositional structure   
of the digital page

An image can be recontextualized in many different ways. In this case, 
the image of the heterosexual couple was recontextualized into news 
reports by means of (visual) quoting, i.e. as a form of intramodal ref-
erence (see Klug, 2021). What I mean by this is that it was visually 
reproduced without any form of manipulation or censorship (blurring, 
pixelation, etc.), which contributes to my interpretation that the image is 
safe enough for the imagined audience (at least, in this case, for the new 
audience of the image: newspaper readers) because potentially sexual and 
erotic meanings were not visually regulated in the recontextualization 
process.

Figure 5.2 illustrates a generic representation of what a digital news-
paper or news portal reader would see when encountering one of the  
typical digital news items of my corpus. While of course there are some  
variations, the illustration offers a view of the space where the image is  
usually quoted and how it interacts with other elements. In Figure 5.2  
(1) includes the journal’s name, the news heading, date, time and so on;  
(2) refers to sidebars which contain links to other related news, ads,  
and pop- ups, or other related information. On a few occasions these  
are placed at the bottom of the page instead of the sides; and (3) shows  
where the quoted image is usually located. As suggested by the illustra-
tion, the recontextualized image usually occupies a considerable amount  
of space making news text become image dominant (see Stöckl, 2021). At  
the same time, this particular type of placement of the image in a digital  
news report— before the written text—  operates as a sort of attention  
catcher for the imagined audience by— in systemic functional linguistic  
(SFL) terms— thematizing11 interpersonal meanings over representational  
meanings (Economou, 2006; Martin, 2002). For its part, (4) refers to an  
optional element— which is usually not realized in texts containing this  
quoted image: a caption used to ‘explain’ the image and/ or the source  
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from where it is taken, and/ or copyright holders. Finally, (5) refers to the  
written text in which the news item is developed in detail.

To dig deeper into the potential purposes and motivations for 
recontextualizing this image in the news, a key question must be attended 
to: what intramodal and intermodal relations are established between 
the image and other elements in the digital page of the news? This is 
a fundamental question to explore whether this image has— or lacks— 
representational, communicative, and rhetorical effects on the report (see 
the notion of image centricity in Stöckl, 2021; Stöckl, Caple, & Pflaeging, 
2021). In the next section, I discuss these intramodal and intermodal 
relations.

The recontextualized image and the digital news page

Visual recontextualization requires a (recontextualized) image to estab-
lish new inter-  and intramodal relations in the new semiotic environment. 
In turn, this allows for potentially new meanings in that ‘[a] n image 
which had a particular relationship to its accompanying text in one con-
text, once detached and recontextualized, can open up multiple possible 
new meanings’ (Wignell et al., 2021, p. 267). We could also add that, 
in visual recontextualization, new relations can also be established with 
other images and with the new compositional space.

In the news reports, a strong or heavy decontextualization of the image 
(much of its pedagogic context is lost) is accompanied by a weak or loose 
recontextualization (the new intermodal relations the image makes with, 

Figure 5.2  Generic digital news page layout
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for instance, the body and the title of the reports are either indirect or 
ambiguous). Several phenomena point to this.

As described above (see Figure 5.2), in these news reports the caption 
(4) is usually not realized, which leaves the audience to assume that the 
image belongs to the DPSE and, more broadly, to interpret it as such.12 
Only one of the news texts that quote this image includes a caption, 
containing the Spanish acronym ‘ANEP’ (National Administration of 
Public Education), the state institution in charge of national education 
who endorsed the guidebook. The image is usually not mentioned or 
referred to in the heading (1) or in the main text (5); neither do they 
mention the actual task from where the image was taken. Elements usu-
ally realized in the sidebars (2) include other (recently published) news 
which are to different extents thematically related (news about issues of 
gender, about national education, or about anti- gender groups, etc.) or 
unrelated digital advertisements. In sum, the new semiotic environment 
in which the recontextualized image appears offers no further context-
ualization to link the image to the pedagogical task of the DPSE. This 
requires more inferential work from the audience.

All in all, this type of visual recontextualization serves a new rhet-
orical and communicative purpose in the new semiotic environment: to 
act as a sort of attitudinal trigger (White, 2004) for the new imagined 
audience. I will explain this by drawing on one example taken from the 
corpus.

The recontextualized image and anti- sexuality discourse    
in a news report

The news report ‘Demonstration against “indoctrination into homo-
sexuality” of ANEP Guidebook’ [Marcha contra el ‘adoctrinamiento a 
la homosexualidad’ de la Guía de ANEP] (published last 8/ 9/ 2017 in 
www.180.com) thematizes negative reactions to the DPSE by an organized 
group who was preparing to march against its use in schools. The news 
mostly draws on the voice of an Evangelical leader (Sebastián Villar) as a 
representative of this group. His main reported arguments are that they 
wish to demonstrate against the guidebook for people to know it is a 
‘tool for indoctrinating children into homosexuality’ and, thus, a ‘threat 
to the heterosexual family,’ two recurrent arguments against gender and 
sexuality education.

The heading of this news item highlights negative reactions to the 
DPSE: ‘Demonstration against “indoctrination into homosexuality” of 
ANEP Guidebook.’ However, it leaves the (negative) evaluative work 
to other voices— as indicated by the use of quotes— who are later in 
the report represented as including: lay citizens, parents, activists, reli-
gious leaders, etc. who would demonstrate against the DPSE. While the 
heading refers to ‘homosexuality,’ the recontextualized image of the 
guidebook shows a heterosexual couple, which seems to construe a sort 
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of intermodal incongruence pointing to contradiction. How can this be 
interpreted? Why would this image be selected for recontextualization 
instead of the other images of the DPSE in which two boys are hugging 
or in which two girls are holding hands?

If we take cohesion and tension as two ends of the same continuum 
(Engebretsen, 2012; Lui, 2020), the relation established between the 
heading and the recontextualized image is one of high tension in that it 
seems to lack intermodal cohesion: while the heading foregrounds homo-
sexuality as key to the polemic, the recontextualized image shows a het-
erosexual couple engaging in sexual intercourse. If we consider the body 
and the heading, the relation seems to be highly cohesive in terms of 
redundancy (the body iterates lexico- grammatical choices such as ‘homo-
sexuality’ without explaining or elaborating on how or in what ways the 
DPSE would be indoctrinating children). Finally, if we consider the rela-
tionship between the recontextualized image and the body of the news, 
the intermodal relation also seems to be cohesive, but not in terms of 
redundancy. The body of the news item reproduces the arguments of 
anti- gender and anti- sexuality movements who criticized the DPSE and 
called for organized action to protest against its use in education, as 
illustrated by Extract 5.3

‘Many organizations, parents and people are against it’ because the 
images in the guide are ‘explicitly pornographic,’ reads the call for 
demonstration signed by Pastor Sebastián Villar.

[‘Muchas organizaciones, padres y personas estamos en contra’ ya 
que las imágenes del libro ‘son explícitamente pornografía,’ dice la 
convocatoria firmada por el pastor Sebastián Villar]

Extract 5.3 News report Demonstration against ‘indoctrination 
into homosexuality’ for ANEP Guidebook (Marcha contra el 
‘adoctrinamiento en la homosexualidad’ de la guía de ANEP, 
www.180.com, 8/ 9/ 2017)

In the written report, ‘images’ (in the plural) are mentioned only once. 
While the recontextualized image is not referred to explicitly, ‘images’ 
are brought in by the voice of Pastor Villar to negatively evaluate the 
DPSE content as pornographic. Vague mentions about the potentially 
erotic load of the DPSE images are recurrently reported in the news item 
as well as in others in my corpus. As explained earlier, these mentions are 
introduced by direct verbal quotes through which the voices of critics are 
reproduced so that the voice of the journalist becomes distanced from 
the reported voices (Caldas- Coulthard, 1994; Fairclough, 1995). This, in 
turn, can point to a lack of engagement or commitment between the voice 
of the journalist and those of critics who attack the DPSE. However, this 
is not explicitly manifested.

 

  

  

http://www.180.com


Textbook and the media 125

125

While at first sight the image does not seem to be explicitly related 
to the heading and it does not seem to be central to the development 
of the news report, a closer examination indicates that visually quoting 
this image in the news has rhetorical and communicational implications. 
The news reports the voice of an organized movement who criticizes the 
guidebook by evaluating images as pornographic. Since the report does 
not refer specifically to the recontextualized image, the loose intermodal 
connection construed by the image and the written text allows for at least 
two broad ideological readings, each of which implies a different attitu-
dinal stance, as explained next.

On the one hand, some audiences might interpret that the image is 
indeed pornographic and thus assume it broadly illustrates the ‘porno-
graphic’ content (and not the ‘homosexual’ content also referred to 
in the heading and the written report). These audiences are likely to 
become ideologically aligned with the reported voices who criticize the 
guidebook. Semiotically, this requires assuming there is high intermodal 
cohesion between the image and the full text. However, other audiences 
might interpret the image as not pornographic. These audiences will 
then construe a negative attitude toward the reported voices who criti-
cize the guidebook. Semiotically, this requires assuming there is high 
intermodal tension between the image, the heading, and the full written 
report. In other words, it requires assuming the image is not porno-
graphic and thus it is becoming recontextualized to— more implicitly— 
prove critics wrong. In either case, attitude and evaluations are not 
explicitly construed but rather left for the audience to work out by 
themselves; in doing so, news discourse secures author– reader solidarity 
(White, 2014).

To restate, my claim here is that the recontextualized image of the 
DPSE operates in news discourse as a sort of visual attitudinal trigger 
because it leaves to the audience much of the attitudinal, inferential, 
and ideological work. In news reports, the original context of the image 
is highly decontextualized (excluding the pedagogic nature of the image 
in the broader task in which issues of reproduction are explained to 
children). Concomitantly, the image is recontextualized in a different 
genre (news discourse) in which it is minimally contextualized to con-
strue potentially different intermodal relations with the news items. In 
so doing, the reader can align with particular axiological communities 
to interpret reactions against the guidebook as logical, congruent, and 
valid (if they assume the image is indeed pornographic), or to interpret 
reactions against the guidebook as illogical, off- topic, and out- of- pro-
portion (if they assume the image is not pornographic). It is precisely 
in this manner that the recontextualized image of the guidebook serves 
as a proxy for broader disputes over gender and sexuality in local 
education.
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Conclusions

Attending to how textbooks, guidebooks, and other forms of educa-
tional media circulate in mass, digital, and social media is of interest to 
(critical) discourse analysis and to textbook studies. Such an approach 
allows us to see educational media from a different angle by exploring 
how society makes sense of them. The articulation of ethnographic 
approaches to (media) discourse and multimodality comes in handy for 
exploring textbooks and guidebooks as they are mediatized, thematized, 
and recontextualized, as I hope to have demonstrated throughout this 
chapter.

Tracking the polemic around the DPSE in the media was informative 
of the complex politics of thematization and recontextualization in con-
temporary media. For instance, while news discourse— as a form of mass 
media discourse— is usually considered the main agent in setting the 
agenda for constructing news and newsworthy events, the analysis showed 
that, in fact, the news relied heavily on other forms of participatory media 
(such as Twitter or Facebook) and opinion texts to reshape and refocus 
the reported event by shifting attention from the release of the DPSE to the 
reactions against it. Along these lines, heavy image decontextualization 
and loose recontextualization— which can be thought of as constitutive of 
what White (1998) calls radical recontextualization— offer news discourse 
the possibility to erase and background certain meanings (such as the ori-
ginal pedagogical framing of the image) and to ambiguously invoke others 
which can, in turn, reinforce or contest the reported voices of those who 
attack the DPSE. For instance, while the pedagogical task in which the 
image appears foregrounds reproductive aspects and deploys several visual 
resources to background any potential erotic or pornographic load, in the 
new semiotic environment (news discourse) the recontextualized image 
backgrounds the biological and reproductive feel of the original task. In so 
doing, it can intermodally foreground potentially pornographic meanings, 
as claimed by the reported voices of critics. This points to the ideological 
work implicated in visual recontextualization and, more broadly, to the 
process of genre colonization (Fairclough, 2006).

As a result, the recontextualized image can serve as a sort of visual atti-
tudinal trigger in news reports by offering two main ideological readings 
to the audience, whether they assume the image is pornographic or not. 
In doing this, the voice of the journalist becomes detached from the voice 
of the social actors who explicitly evaluate the guidebook negatively, thus 
not risking solidarity with the audience. Following Economou (2009), 
this recontextualized image can be said to represent a form of interper-
sonal intrusion in that its experiential meanings (in the original context) 
become backgrounded, allowing news discourse to open up new possi-
bilities for adopting an attitudinal stance toward the image, toward the 
DPSE guidebook, and also toward the reported voices who criticized 
gender and sexuality education.
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Notes

 1 See: www.unira dion otic ias.com/ notic ias/ mex ico/ 535 256/ polem ica- por- mano-   
 de- 6- dedos- en- libro- de- texto- de- segu ndo- ano.html (11/ 17/ 2019).

 2 See: www.bbc.com/ mundo/ notic ias- amer ica- lat ina- 38999 533 (11/ 17/ 2019).
 3 See: www.kait8.com/ 2019/ 04/ 16/ mid dle- sch ool- textb ook- east- tennes see- stirs-    

religi ous- cont rove rsy/  (11/ 17/ 2019).
 4 See: www.sac bee.com/ news/ local/ educat ion/ artic le22 9905 214.html (11/ 17/ 

2019).
 5 See: www.wnpr.org/ post/ hartf ord- scho ols- textb ook- off ers- space- clim ate- deni 

ers (11/ 17/ 2019).
 6 Other local publications for the implementation of sexuality education can be 

found at: www.dgeip.edu.uy/ IFS/ index.php?opt ion= com_ cont ent&view= arti 
cle&id= 24&Ite mid= 155 (Last accessed: 09/ 29/ 2021).

 7 In Uruguay, several NGOs actively participated in the development of gender 
and sexuality educational media.

 8 The full text is available at www.anep.edu.uy/ 15- d/ propue sta- did- ctica- para- 
el- abord aje- educ aci- n- sex ual- en- escue las (8/ 18/ 2021).

 9 Except for one illustration/ image of a woman giving birth.
 10 Only one newspaper article recontextualizes all four images of the task 

together. See: http:// histor ico.esp ecta dor.com/ socie dad/ 358 036/ sex uali dad- 
esco lar (11/ 9/ 2021).

 11 Thematization here differs from the way the term is used throughout this 
chapter. Following the Prague school, in SFL theme refers to an item with 
the highest prominence or with thematic status within the clause (see 
Halliday, 2014).

 12 Anecdotally, I found that on a few occasions news reports would thematize 
reactions to a particular gender and sexuality guidebook, but they would 
include a central image that belonged to a different one.
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6  Pushing textbook research forward

For over a century, textbooks have attracted the attention of researchers 
in several disciplines (Fuchs & Bock, 2018). While the newly- established 
interdisciplinary field of textbook studies virtually covers the analysis 
of the many practices, processes, and contexts in which textbooks are 
developed, produced, and consumed/ used, most research in textbook dis-
course analysis— and in other research fields— still address the textbook 
as a semiotic product by exploring discourse as text. In fact, through the 
years, several calls have been made for research to further explore the 
textbook in practice/ in action/ in interaction (see Canale, 2021; Harwood, 
2014; Kramsch, 1987; van Dijk, 1981, among others). In this book, 
I have argued for a situated approach to the textbook that articulates 
ethnographic research and multimodality in order to examine textbook 
discourse as both text and practice or, in other words, as semiotic product 
and semiotic process, respectively. In this chapter, I will present a critical 
synthesis of the main contributions of the book in order to offer some 
concluding remarks and to discuss both limitations and potential future 
directions.

Situating textbook discourse

Throughout this book I have discussed the need for more situated text-
book discourse analyses. By ‘situated’ I mean an approach to textbook 
discourse that is better equipped not only to address the many processes, 
practices, and contexts that become intertwined in the production, circu-
lation, and interpretation of textbook discourse, but also to reflect on the 
very process of textbook analysis. ‘Situating’ here works both ways: we 
situate textbook discourse in broader contexts, scenarios, and processes 
and, at the same time, we situate ourselves as analysts to reflect on our 
interpretive role.

The previous chapters have illustrated different ways in which this type 
of approach can be articulated by: (i) considering textbook discourse in 
broader social, political, economic, technological, and cultural contexts; 
(ii) attending to textbook discourse production and interpretation as two 
intimately interrelated semiotic practices; (iii) investigating how textbooks 
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make meanings about society and how society makes meanings about 
textbooks; (iv) exploring how different social actors position themselves 
and others toward textbook discourse (students, teachers, textbook 
developers, journalists, among others); and (v) addressing researcher 
positionality in the process of analyzing textbook discourse. While these 
points might not be enough for fully situating textbook discourse ana-
lysis, they certainly help the field move in that direction.

Each of the preceding chapters looked into specific social practices 
and processes that involve textbook discourse in one way or another. 
Attending to these social practices and processes allowed me to dig deeper 
into the intimate connections between the semiotic practices of represen-
tation, communication, interaction, learning, and mediatization, and to 
argue why their analysis is pertinent to textbook discourse studies.

We know from previous research that the textbook is a complex 
material artifact, curriculum artifact, cultural artifact, ideological arti-
fact, and market commodity. To situate its discourse, then, requires us to 
pay close attention to the many ways in which these different dimensions 
become articulated, instantiated, and also entangled in action/ in inter-
action/ in practice.

This multifaceted reality of the textbook has implications for how 
we can examine its discourse: while as a finalized product the textbook 
presents itself to the analyst as a self- contained and a ready- made entity, 
in fact it results from the complex intersection of different social and semi-
otic processes; thus, textbook discourse analysis requires a contextually- 
sensitive and ethnographically- oriented approach.

Along these lines, by adopting an ethnographic approach to discourse 
we are also required to look at meaning- making from both angles: pro-
duction and interpretation. To do so, more research about textbook con-
sumption/ use is needed (Harwood, 2014). As Hall (1997) reminds us, 
interpretation is key to meaning- making; so, attending to how textbook 
discourse is consumed and used is as important as critically analyzing 
how it is produced and developed. For instance, students and teachers 
actively engage in meaning- making processes when interpreting textbook 
discourse; they bring their own social experiences and interests to the 
classroom and can exert situated agency when using textbooks, when 
adapting textbooks, or when drawing on the textbook to make meanings 
and shape signs for their own representational and rhetorical purposes. 
Consequently, the classroom is a key research site for examining text-
book discourse and the processes of discourse interpretation.

While in the past decade the number of studies analyzing textbooks 
in the classroom has increased, much more research is still needed on 
topics such as: teacher/ student talk— and semiotic work— around the 
textbook (Koster & Litosseliti, 2021), the distribution of semiotic labor 
between the textbook and other classroom artifacts (Canale, 2019; 
Manghi Haquin, 2013), the private and public meaning- making processes 
through which students negotiate textbook discourse and how it connects 
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to their sociopolitical reality (Canagarajah, 1993; Canale & Furtado, 
2021), how teachers adapt and negotiate textbook discourse and con-
tent (Smith, 2021), restrictions and limitations in the ways in which text-
book representations and contents are contested by teachers and learners 
(Bori, 2021), textbook discourse organization, and the development of 
literacy in the classroom (Barletta Manjarrés & Chamorro, 2015; Moss, 
2009), new experiences of collaborative textbook design with students 
(Alhumaidan, Lo, & Selby, 2017), and the relationship between the text-
book and other (mass, social, digital) media as sources of information for 
teachers and students (Achugar, Fernández, & Morales, 2011), among 
many other phenomena that need to be further explored.

However, the study of textbook discourse and its situated interpret-
ation should not be limited to teaching and learning practices in the class-
room. Textbooks also circulate outside classrooms and schools, so the 
analysis of discourse interpretation also needs to cater for other social 
spaces. Textbook discourse outside the school boundaries has perhaps 
been less attended to in certain areas, such as discourse analysis, but the 
matter is certainly key for a critical understanding of the textbook in 
society. For instance, the textbook is always a potential site for semiotic 
negotiation and even for explicit semiotic struggles. Social actors (parents, 
educators, students, educational authorities, organized groups) and lay 
citizens in general have opinions and expectations about textbooks in 
education depending on their political, cultural, or even religious role in 
society. They also share specific ideologies about textbooks as media for 
interaction, communication, and learning. These ideologies shape their 
attitudes and opinions toward how textbooks should be produced, how 
they should be used, and about what contents are il/ legitimate in a text-
book. Along these lines, more ethnographic research is needed to explore 
media ideologies (Gershon, 2010) about the textbook and, more broadly, 
semiotic ideologies (Keane, 2003).

The points briefly discussed above suffice to illustrate some of the 
topics that can be further explored to situate textbook research in 
different ways. In the next section, I will discuss my own proposition for 
how to situate it by articulating ethnographic and multimodal analysis.

Articulating multimodality and ethnography

Individually, the previous chapters illustrated different forms of situated 
textbook discourse analysis by attending to semiotic practices such as 
representation, communication, interaction, learning, or mediatization. 
Collectively, the chapters make a case for situating textbook discourse 
analysis by adopting a multimodal and ethnographic approach. This 
is an important theoretical and analytical move for understanding the 
role of both ethnography and multimodality in this type of analysis, as 
explained next.
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On the one hand, this move assumes that textbook analysis needs to 
consider all semiotic resources (not only language) to be able to account 
for the complex orchestration behind meaning- making (in both discourse 
production and interpretation). In other words, this requires the analyst to 
see meaning as multimodal engagement (Kress, 2011a) and not to assume 
a priori language- centricity (Stöckl, Caple, & Pflaeging, 2021) in text-
book discourse. On the other hand, adopting an ethnographic approach 
also requires the analyst to assume that textbook analysis does not equate 
with textual analysis. On the contrary, textbook analysis needs to inte-
grate the overlapping contexts and social processes in which textbooks 
are made and used so as to capture the complex meaning trajectories of 
textbook discourse across time and space scales.

Far from providing a model to be replicated across research sites, 
the book sought to offer theoretical and analytical tools for articulating 
ethnographic and multimodal analysis in the field of textbook studies. By 
‘articulate’ I mean adopting a sensible, situated, and flexible approach 
that can integrate— to different extents and in different ways— both a 
multimodal and an ethnographic perspective in analysis. Following Kress 
(2011b), I am not calling for both fields of inquiry to become fully merged 
or even to attempt to strike a perfect balance in research goals and design. 
On the contrary, my aim is to argue for textbook studies and, in par-
ticular, for textbook discourse analysis to consider both multimodal and 
ethnographic research and to situatedly address how to integrate them 
for specific research purposes.

The empirical examples and analyses offered throughout the book point 
to this aspect of the articulation. Each chapter drew on a specific research 
study with situated research goals, research tools, research design, and 
even research protocols. This led me to articulate multimodality and eth-
nography in different ways and to different extents in order to fulfill my 
research goals. To restate, multimodal analysis was not replicated from 
one chapter to the next; neither were ethnographic tools. Some chapters 
relied more heavily on ethnographic data and interpretation, which was 
backed up by illustrative examples of multimodal analysis, other chapters 
provided a more detailed and fine- grained multimodal analysis, which 
was broadly contextualized with ethnographic data, and some chapters 
even used linguistic analysis to explore situated interpretations of visual 
discourse.

At this point, the reader might wonder about this flexibility in design. 
While, of course, we need some main research practices to be able to 
migrate from one research site to another, each context and each research 
study demand a qualitatively unique design; thus, the articulation between 
multimodality and ethnography needs to also be context- sensitive. This 
flexibility, which of course needs to be addressed explicitly and critically 
in research design, is what makes the articulation between multimodality 
and ethnography both challenging and promising.
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Contribution for theory and praxis

The chapters in this book provided evidence- based reflections about the 
state- of- the- art in textbook discourse analysis, the need to expand the 
field, and its potential implications for theory and praxis. Let us consider 
some of these aspects in more detail.

Chapter 2 addressed textbook representation and communication by 
offering an alternative approach to both in which representation is not 
analyzed as a ready- made entity but as both semiotic process and semiotic 
product. This paves the way for viewing communication as the semiotic/ 
rhetorical shaping of representations for particular audiences. In so doing, 
semiotic activity is addressed as actual semiotic work (Rossi- Landi, 1970) 
through which social actors (speakers, writers, sign- makers) engage in the 
transformative act of manipulating semiotic resources in, for, and through 
communication. By using an example of the process of visual character 
design in a locally produced textbook series, the chapter showed how— in 
author meetings— representations are negotiated in action/ in practice/ in 
interaction. In fact, semiotic negotiation is intrinsic to representation and 
communication. However, negotiation is not always explicit and symmet-
rical. This is why semiotic negotiation is so important for critical analysis 
as there are issues of structural power, situated agency, and access to 
voice and resources that dictate how representations and meanings can 
be negotiated in particular time and space coordinates.

We could ask ourselves why this is relevant for textbook discourse 
analysis. What is negotiated in the production of textbooks and how it is 
negotiated is informative of several aspects of textbook design and pro-
duction which cannot be inferred from textual analysis. Representations 
as semiotic products are always embedded in larger semiotic processes in 
which they are negotiated; thus, having access to how textbook discourse 
and content are negotiated allows researchers to better situate the analysis 
of representations and the complex routes through which representations 
come to be. For example, in the analysis of the process of visual character 
design, there are both ideological and practical motivations to design 
characters in particular ways (e.g. manipulating a character’s body so 
as to hyper- heteronormativize it) or even to decide whether to exclude 
characters depending on the target age of the imagined audience (e.g. 
considering avatars as appropriate or inappropriate for a particular target 
age). A lot of these meanings, which were negotiated in the processes of 
textbook development and production, would not have been accessible 
to the analyst if representations were taken to be the finalized semiotic 
products instantiated in the textbook pages.

The same could be argued about the analysis of the textbook in the 
classroom: we cannot infer how textbooks will be used by students and 
teachers by only considering the textbook as text. Chapter 3 made a claim 
about the need to capture meaning- making as a semiotic process (and 
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not solely as product) when approaching the textbook in the classroom. 
A key theoretical issue calling for this is the fact that structural power 
and situated agency are always in some degree of tension: both teachers 
and students are agentive in the classroom and they might, in one way or 
another, use the textbook in ways which are unexpected from the point of 
view of artifact design or from the point of view of curriculum mandates. 
By focusing on human– artifact interaction in a particular environment 
(i.e. the teacher and students using laptops and textbooks in a beginner 
English as a foreign language (EFL) classroom), the chapter explored the 
implications of interacting with these artifacts in terms of pedagogy and 
curriculum. Artifacts are designed for performing particular activities, 
for being used in specific ways, and for distributing labor with humans. 
However, artifacts become full participants in interaction through actual 
use. For this purpose, analyzing how textbooks are used in the class-
room is informative of teachers’ and students’ situated agency as well 
as the structural and environmental restrictions they face when exerting 
it. In addition, the chapter showed the importance of not studying the 
textbook in isolation since the semiotic environment of the classroom is 
composed of many other semiotic artifacts. For instance, analyzing how 
textbooks inhabit the space of the classroom with laptops was key for 
detailing how classroom artifacts can distribute semiotic labor. This dis-
tribution cannot be fully predicted if the analyst only considers textbook 
design without attending to how human– artifact interaction unfolds in 
particular semiotic environments.

Human– textbook interaction can be analyzed in many different ways. 
Along these lines, the chapter did not attempt to dictate a particular way 
to analyze it; on the contrary, it aimed at showing why it is important for 
research to ethnographically examine teacher– student– textbook inter-
action to push the field of textbook studies forward. Adopting a multi-
modal approach to this type of analysis is also important for research to 
identify issues of artifact design, semiotic materiality, and other relevant 
factors that shape how human– artifact interaction unfolds. This type of 
analysis can eventually inform pedagogy and teaching practices, such as 
lesson planning and task design.

Chapter 4 also addressed some unexpected ways in which textbook 
discourse can be interpreted and negotiated, but it changed the focus of 
attention from interaction to learning. Adopting a multimodal socio- 
semiotic definition of learning as semiotic transformation, the ana-
lysis of the meanings students make in a beginner EFL classroom— and 
how these meanings intertextually and interdiscursively connect to the 
textbook— revealed students’ situated agency in questioning, contesting, 
and transforming textbook discourse for their own representational, 
communicative, and rhetorical purposes. This allows us to foreground 
learners’ agency in interpreting discourse and in making transformations 
that respond to their own (ideological) interests (Kress, 2010).
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Textbook discourse does a lot of ideological work in presenting itself 
as neutral, objective, and timeless so as to construct its own authority 
over content and official knowledge and, more importantly, over social 
reality; it also intertwines several voices, positionalities, and cosmog-
onies in order to include and exclude particular representations of social 
reality. However, students exert situated agency in critically transforming 
textbook representations to fit their own perspectives and positionalities. 
To fully account for this, multimodal analysis is required because much 
of the semiotic work that takes place in the classroom is non- verbal and 
needs to be made visible by both researchers and teachers (Kress, 2011a; 
Kress & Selander, 2012) to fully recognize learners’ agency in meaning- 
making. In light of this, the analysis of how a student designs her own 
multimodal 3D map to contest a sign available in the textbook (a 2D 
map), and the analysis of how teacher and student interact in informal 
formative assessment practices are informative of how a detailed analysis 
of daily classroom routines can shed light on the critical semiotic work of 
students. To this end, we need to conceptualize learning as semiotic trans-
formation and not as something static and ready- made that can be quan-
tified through indicators and other pre- established parameters (Canale, 
2022; Kress, 2013).

Claiming that textbook research needs to foreground students’ agency 
in interpreting textbook discourse and representations does not mean 
that we background the educational and ethical obligations of textbook 
developers and designers. On the contrary, textbooks need to be more 
systematic in opening spaces for students to critically reflect on social 
reality and on their own learning processes (Canale & Furtado, 2021). 
However, it is true that while textbook analyses have long critiqued text-
book discourse, little seems to have actually changed in their discourse 
(Gray, 2021). This is why it is relevant to examine the situated agency 
of teachers and learners and their small- scale actions in the classroom. 
In broader terms, this is also why it is relevant for textbook research 
narratives to make situated agency visible. Research has ethical and edu-
cational obligations, and voicing teachers, learners, and their ideological 
creativity should be a key theme in our narratives. This does not neces-
sarily require us to neglect structural issues of power but to articulate 
different scales and processes in which structural power and situated 
agency meet.

While Chapters 2– 4 foregrounded textbook discourse in educational 
environments, Chapter 5 explored how textbook discourse becomes 
thematized, mediatized, and recontextualized in the mass media. This 
phenomenon is of interest to critical textbook discourse analysis— and, 
more broadly, to textbook studies— because it is informative of the ways 
in which power and ideology operate when the textbook, as a pedagogic 
and educational genre, becomes colonized (Fairclough, 2006) by media 
discourse.
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By tracking the polemic around the release of a gender and sexuality 
education guidebook in Uruguayan news, the chapter demonstrated 
the complex trajectories of textbook discourse when traveling through 
different media. Heavy decontextualization and loose recontextualization 
of an image served the purpose of making textbook discourse polemic and 
newsworthy. In this ideologically- loaded process of recontextualization 
and colonization, textbook discourse reshapes its imagined audience, re- 
arranges ideational, interpersonal, and textual meanings, and reconfigures 
visual representations; in so doing, textbook discourse becomes polemic, 
fueling broader political and ideological debates over gender and sexu-
ality in education and in society at large.

To ethnographically and multimodally examine the mediatization 
of textbook discourse is also relevant for textbook studies as it allows 
us to capture the voices, ideologies, and interests invested by several 
social groups— outside the educational realms— when positioning them-
selves and others toward textbook discourse. More research in this area 
is needed for a deeper examination of textbook and media (semiotic) 
ideologies, as discussed earlier in this chapter.

Pushing the field forward

Previous critical work in textbook analysis has contributed to our 
understanding of how power and ideology operate in and behind textbook 
discourse. There are several studies that demonstrate this; for instance, by 
exploring the discursive construction of social categories (ethnicity, race, 
gender, sexuality, social class, etc.) in textbook representations. Even 
though there is still scarce ethnographically- driven research, textbook dis-
course analysis has also demonstrated the importance of attending to the 
different contexts in which textbooks are produced and used. Growing 
attention to the processes of textbook production, textbook circulation, 
and textbook consumption/ use will contribute to our knowledge of the 
politics of the textbook in action. However, in what other ways can we 
push the field of textbook studies forward? Throughout this chapter I have 
discussed some of the ways in which we can do this by considering the 
individual contribution made by each of the previous chapters. However, 
there are other aspects that fall outside the scope of this book and which 
are also important to consider for the field to expand.

Ethnographic approaches in educational anthropology, educational 
policy, educational linguistics, and artifact design, among others have 
shed new light on the importance of collaborative research design 
and action. As I have stated earlier, stakeholders such as teachers and 
students have much to say about textbooks and their discourse. However, 
research design and research narratives voice them in different ways and 
to different extents. In my view, the future agenda of textbook analysis 
needs to consider this seriously by taking other stakeholders into account 
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in the research process. Perhaps this is one of the limitations of the book: 
while I drew on the voices, opinions, and perceptions of stakeholders 
(teachers, students, textbook authors, journalists, etc.) in different social 
scenarios to offer a broad panorama of textbook development, textbook 
use, and textbook polemics in society, I have not provided a collabora-
tive research design in which other social actors actively negotiate each 
research stage and also engage in co- conducting research.

Fostering more collaborative and action- based research can play an 
important role in offering new material for textbook research and analysis, 
and for bringing theory and praxis closer together. Although it is always 
hard to achieve, sustained collaboration can potentially help teachers 
and students in their classroom practices, help textbook developers 
in the publishing process, help analysts in their research process, and, 
more importantly, help schools and other educational institutions make 
research- informed and contextually- sensitive decisions.

Needless to say, this is a hard task to embark on: stakeholders and 
institutions with invested interests in textbooks perform different roles 
in education and are pressured by different factors and circumstances. 
However, it is important for research to try to pursue this type of work as 
it can offer new possibilities and pose new challenges to the field.

To my mind, this goes hand in hand with the critical agenda in dis-
course analysis. As stated earlier in the chapter, critical textbook discourse 
analysts have done a very good job at negative critique by analyzing text-
book representations, discourse, and content and explaining how these 
are shaped by issues of power and ideology. Unfortunately, this body of 
knowledge does not seem to have widely permeated other fields outside 
academia; at least that is the case in some regions.1 Engaging in collabora-
tive research with teachers, students, and other educational stakeholders 
can be one of the main strategies to successfully move from negative cri-
tique toward generative critique (Macgilchrist, 2016; Canale, 2019) and 
prognostic critique (Wodak, 2001).

Some time ago, Freire (2018, p. 45) claimed that we— critical teachers, 
researchers, and learners— do not need to turn our back on academia, 
but instead we need to put academia at the service of the people. This 
idea resonates with me when I think of potential ways of collaborating 
with other stakeholders and also when I think of the restrictions and 
limitations of my own research in the field of textbook discourse analysis. 
Far from representing an attempt to fully merge the agenda of academia 
and civil life, or to relegate research practices and knowledge to only prac-
tical problems/ issues, I believe Freire’s words are a timely call for us to 
re- negotiate the interests, needs, and demands of research in, about, and 
for education. The role textbook studies and textbook discourse analysis 
can play in this re- negotiation process will probably depend on what type 
of work textbook analysts envision themselves doing in the near future.
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Note

 1 The degree of dis/ connect between textbook research and textbook develop-
ment of course varies across regions. While some authors have more positive 
views about this, at least in the contexts I am more familiar with, critical text-
book research does not seem to have had an impact on the processes of text-
book development and production.
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