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Abstract – The purpose of this paper was to show the usefulness of Kress and van 

Leeuwen’s (2006) social semiotics in analyzing ELT textbook series. It used three 

metafunctions including representational, interactional, and compositional to achieve the 

aim of uncovering the meanings behind choosing different resources (verbal and visual). 

Four images selected from American English File (2014) series showed that both verbal and 

visual layers are among social semiotic resources which could help L2 teachers and students 

understand hidden meanings under these layers. According to the results, visual grammar 

utilized different processes (actional, reactional, and symbolical) in representational 

metafunction; many designs (contact, social distance, attitude, and modality) in 

interactional metafunction; and various compositions (information value, framing, and 

salience) in compositional metafunction for representing and interpreting concepts and 

meanings of visuals and related verbal texts. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

A review of the history of EFL teaching/learning indicates that teaching materials are a key 

component in educational settings. According to Tomlinson (2003), EFL materials help L2 

learners to learn subjects more efficiently. Nowadays, the commercial textbooks together with 

their ancillaries, such as workbooks and CD-ROMs have become the most popular sources of 

learning/teaching (Richard, 2001). Hutchinson and Torres (1994) state “The textbook is an 

almost universal element of ELT teaching and “No teaching-learning situation, it seems, is 

complete until it has its relevant textbook” (p. 315). Although, different changes have occurred 

in teaching materials, textbooks are important teaching aids (Yassine, 2012). 

In the past, teachers taught verbal layers of the EFL books, but today in addition to the 

verbal layers, they emphasize visual layers of EFL books. Nowadays, people live in a visual 

society and they are bombarded with a stream of visual stimulations from all manners of media. 

Therefore, a bridge between visual and verbal aspects of ELT books appeared and scholars, 

such as Gerson (2005) and Parsa (2004) realized that there is no word without images. In this 

regard, Fairclough (1989) believes that images are supports for their related texts. He also 

fulfils his statement with these sentences “not all photographs are equal: any photograph gives 

one image of a scene or person from among the many possible images. The choice is important, 

because different images convey different meanings” (p. 52). 
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The aim of the current study is to describe and analyze images and their related texts of 

American English File series. Therefore, this study starts with a brief introduction about social 

semiotics as the theoretical background proposed by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006). The 

research question of the study is: 

1. How can Kress and van Leuween’s social semiotic approach be used in the analysis of 

images and their related texts in the American English file series? 

 

2. SOCIAL SEMIOTICS 

Social semiotics is a branch of semiotics that explains meaning making as a social practice. In 

other words, “social semiotics looks at how signs are used in certain social practices. It also 

seeks to integrate various semiotic modes” (Stockl, 2009, p. 207). Social semiotics originates 

in Hallidayʼs (1978) systemic functional linguistics. In this approach, the concept of visual 

grammar were introduced by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006). This concept allows the 

researchers to look at visual images in systematic way and displays the way in which 

represented elements join together in images (Kordjazi, 2012). The visual grammar introduces 

three metafunctions based on Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) approach. These three 

metafunctions are summarized in Table 1: 

Table 1: Categories of Visual Mode 

Metafunctions  Visual mode  

 
 
 
Representational 
Processes 

Narrative 
 
 
 
 

 
Conceptual 

Actional 
 
 
Reactional 
 

 
Symbolic 

Transactional 
Non-transactional 
 
Transactional 
Non- transactional 

 
Symbolic Attribute 
Symbolic Suggestive 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Interactional 

Contact 
 

 
 
Social Distance 
 
 
Modality 
 
 

Gaze 
 
 
 
 
Attitude 

Offer 
Demand 

 
Personal 
Social 
Public 
 
Colors 
Contextualization 
 

Spectatorʼs gaze  
Intra-diegetic gaze   
Extra-diegetic gaze 
Averted gaze   
 
Subjectivity                      

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Involvement   
Detachment                                                       
High angle                          
Low angle                      Eye 
level angle 

 
Compositional 
 

Information Value         
 
Framing 
 
Salience 

Polarized                                
Centered 
 
Connected                            
Disconnected 
Size                         
 Color Contrast 
Tonal Contrast 

Sharpness of Focus 
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2.1. Representational Metafunction 

As shown in Table 1, the decision of actions and concepts in images are investigated in 

representational metafunction (Heberle & Meurer, 2007). In other words, the representational 

metafunctions shows the ways participants, events (processes), and their associated 

circumstances are realized (Bezerra, 2011). Narrative and conceptual processes are two types 

of the representational process.  The first type of the representational processes is the narrative 

processes which concerns about actions, reactions, thought, and speech. In the actional 

processes, the story is created by vectors which is in the form of limbs, roads, and weapons 

(Harrison, 2002). On the other hand in the reactional processes, the story is created by the eye 

line of participants. Both kinds of narrative processes can be either transactional or non-

transactional. The difference between these two types depends on whether the viewer can see 

both participants or not (actor/goal, reactor/phenomenon).    

The second type of the representational process is the conceptual process. According to 

Oyama (1998), represented participants are grouped to gather to present the viewers with the 

concept of who or what they represent. One type of conceptual processes is symbolic. This type 

just determines the symbolic value of given image. This process can be either symbolic 

suggestive or symbolic attribute (Behshad, 2015). 

 

2.2. Interactional Metafunction 

Interactional metafunction refers to the relationship which exists between represented 

and interactive participants (viewers). This metafunction has five subtypes including contact, 

social distance, gaze, and modality. Demand and offer are two categories of contact. The 

difference between these two categories depends on whether or not there is eye contact between 

represented and interactive participants (Motta-Roth & Nascimento, 2009). The second 

category of this metafunction is the social distance. The social distance determines the distance 

which exists between represented participants and interactive participants. The social distance 

can happen in five levels including: close personal (close shot), far personal (medium-close 

shot), medium-long shot, long shot, and public distances (Ruppert, 2004). 

The third category of the interactional metafunction is gaze. In the gaze, the object of 

gaze is not aware of the current viewer. According to Chandler (2002), the type of gazes are 

categorized in five subtypes including spectator’s gaze, intra-diegetic gaze, extra-diegetic gaze, 

averted gaze, and look of camera. The spectator’s gaze indicates the gaze of interactive 

participants at represented participants. The intra-diegetic gaze shows the gaze of represented 

participants at other represented participants. In third place, the gaze of represented participants 

at the interactive participants is called extra-diegetic gaze. The averted gaze happens when one 

of the represented participants avoids of the gaze of the other represented participants. Finally, 

the look of camera shows the way which the camera look at the represented participants.  

The fourth category of the interactional metafunction is attitude (perspective). In 

subjective image, there are two prominent and simultaneous choices: involvement/detachment 

and power. When designers presents represented participants from frontal point of view to the 

viewer, they make involvement between them. On the other hand, when designers presents 

represented participants from oblique point of view to the viewer, they make a separation 
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between them. With regard to power, there are three possible choices: viewer superiority, 

viewer inferiority, and viewer equality. If the represented participants are presented from high 

angle the viewer is looking down at the represented participants (bird’s eye view). If the 

represented participants are placed in place of power, they are looking down at the viewers 

(ant’s eye view). In eye level point of view, there is equality between both represented 

participants and the viewers.  

Finally, modality (credibility) refers to degree of normality of images. Colors and 

contextualization are two modality markers. According to Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), 

contextualization is a “scale running from absence of background to the most fully articulated 

and detailed background (p. 165). Color saturation, color differentiation, and color modulation 

are three scales of color. Kress and van Leuween (2006) define the color saturation as the scale 

which begins with full color saturation and finishes with the absence of color as in black and 

white. Also, they define color differentiation as the scale which begins with a maximally 

diversified range of colors and finished in monochrome. Finally, color modulation scale begins 

from fully modulated color to unmodulated or flat color (e.g. different shades of blue).   

 

2.3. Compositional Metafunction 

Compositional metafunction indicates “the way in which representational and interactive 

elements are made to relate to each other; the way they are integrated into a meaningful whole’’ 

(Kress & van Leuween, 2006, p. 176). Three elements are categorized under the compositional 

classification: information value, framing, and salience. The information value refers to relative 

position of different element to each other. These positions can be centered and polarized. In 

the first kind, designers place the nucleus of information in the center and ancillaries in 

surrounding (circular). In other kind, designers place the nucleus of information in the center 

and ancillaries in right and left positions. In polarized information value, designer place 

information in horizontal (given/new) and vertical (real/ideal).  

Second type of this metafunction is the framing device. This classification determines 

the degree of connection or disconnection of the verbal and visual layers. Finally, the salience 

is the ability which allows viewers to judge about the importance of various elements in relation 

to each other. The degree of saliency determines by size, color contrast, tonal contrast, and 

sharpness of focus (Adham, 2002). The first salience indicator is the size. Thus larger objects 

are most salient than other objects. The second salience indicator is sharpness of focus. Thus, 

objects which are more easily noticed by the eyes are more sharply focused and most salient 

than other objects. The third salience indicator is the tonal contrasts. The tonal areas are more 

salient than other areas, for example black borders are placed on white spaces. The fourth 

salience indicator is the color contrast. The contrast which exists between highly saturated 

colors and softer colors. 

 

3. METHOD OF ANALYSIS 

This study using linguistics theory to describe and analyze four images and their related texts 

of American English File series. These series are currently used in many Iranian language 

institutes. This analysis was done based on Kress and van Leuween’s (2006) social semiotics. 
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These two series considered the visual analysis of representational, interactive, and 

compositional metafunctions.  

 

3.1. Meaning in Narrative Structure 

 

Image 1. A sample shot of grammar exercise. 

(Taken from American English file 3, pp. 38-39) 

 

Image 1 is multimodal because it has both verbal and visual layers. There are both 

women and men participants in the image and they are interested in cinema and theater. The 

subject of this image is about a man who is talking over his cell phone in a public place, cinema 

or theater. All the people around him are annoyed. Some of the audiences are staring at him 

and some of them are hissing him off; however, the represented man is ignoring them. At the 

representational metafunction level, Image 1 is the narrative process, and represents what is 

happening. This narrative process has both actional and reactional processes. In terms of the 

actional, the viewers can see the man who is talking over the cell phone (actor) without any 

goal. In terms of the reactional, the viewers can see audiences (reactors) who are staring at him 

(phenomenon). Moreover, the cross shows that it is wrong to speak in public places. The person 

who is talking on the phone is a man. This shows that women are more conservative than men. 

In the interactional layer, Image 1 is an offer, because none of the represented 

participants look directly at the viewers. Also, this image is subjective and is captured by a 

horizontal frontal angle, and the viewers are involved with the represented participants. This 

encourages viewers not to use cell phones in public places. The power view between the 

represented participants and the viewers is equal. Furthermore, there are four kinds of gazes in 

this image including spectator’s gaze, intra-diegetic gaze, the look of camera, and averted gaze. 

With regard to social distance, this image is at medium-close shot or far personal distance. 

 In the compositional visual mode, the information value of this image shows that it is 

centered-based. The man and his cell phone are the nuclei of information and other participants 
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are placed around him. Designers placed both text and image in separate frames, but they 

placed them in the bigger frame to make a connection between the text and the image.  

 

3.2. Meaning in Conceptual Structure  

 

Image 2. A sample shot of grammar exercise. 

(Taken from American English file, Starter, p. 70) 

 

Like other image, Image 2 is multimodal because it has both verbal and visual layers. 

The subject of this image is about a man, in his early thirties, who wants to go on a trip. He 

drives his car on the Pan American Highway. This highway starts from the Arctic Ocean in 

Alaska to Ushuaia in the south of Argentina. The represented participant opened his arms along 

his route on the map which is drawn on the car hood. In the representational metafunction, 

Image 4.3 adherences to the conceptual pattern. In this image the represented participant just 

stands in the image, and wants to show himself to the readers. This image is symbolic because 

it shows a happy and excited man. Symbolic suggestive has a carrier; the man is the carrier of 

happiness and excitement which is due to his trip. 

In the interactional layer, Image 2 demands that viewers enter into some kind of 

imaginary relation with him. The man’s direct look and his smile strongly beseech the viewers 

to go on this trip. The image is depicted from a high angle, birdʼs eye view, to show the route 

to the viewers. There are three kinds of gazes in this image including spectator’s gaze, extra-

diegetic gaze, and the look of camera. Regarding social distance, this image is at medium-close 

shot or far personal distance. As a result, the viewers can see the represented participant’s head 

and arms.  Besides, there are trip necessary accessories, such as a tent, a map, and a car. High 

modality in visuals means that things or people look realistic. This image has high credibility, 

because the designers of this image used different colors. However, blue is predominant; the 

tent, the car, his shirt, and the right position of the image and text frame are blue. Put differently, 

this image starts from a fully modulated color to an unmodulated one, in this case different 
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shades of blue. This fact indicates that the repetition of one color, blue, is used to promote 

textual cohesion. 

 Also, in the compositional visual mode, designers placed both the text and the image 

in separate frames, but they placed them in the bigger frame and to make a connection between 

the texts and image. 

 

Image 3. A sample shot of writing exercise. 

(Taken from American English file 2, p. 135) 

 

Image 3 is multimodal because it has both verbal and visual layers. This image shows 

an ideal black family, children and parents, that is formed around father and children have 

tranquility beside their parents. The father’s hands are placed on the mother’s and son’s 

shoulders. The mother’s left hand is placed on girl’s shoulder. This indicates that the father has 

a supportive role in the family and other members have supportive roles for each other. The 

participant who is the focus of attention is the family’s father due to the fact that he is more 

salient in the composition through his size. The mother is closer to her daughter than the father 

to his son. The boy’s ball shows that he loves sports, and the girl’s mp3 player shows that she 

loves music.  

In the representational metafunction, Image 3 adherences to the conceptual pattern. 

According to Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), the conceptual image is classified in three groups 

including analytic, classical, and symbolic. This image is symbolic because it shows a fortunate 

family. Symbolic suggestive has a carrier; the family is the carrier of fortune. There are no 

disconnection between family members. In other words, they are intimate and close. All 

elements or details of participants, such as shirts, ball, and mp3 player and their environment 

show that they pertain to mid social class.  
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There is an eye-to-eye interaction between the participants and the readers. Hence, the 

interactional resource of the image is called the demand. This image is taken from a frontal 

angle and has a high level of involvement with the viewers. This causes the transmission of 

this family’s happiness to the viewers. From the power or perspective view none of the 

represented participants are dominant on the viewers. There are three types of gazes including 

spector’s gaze, extra-diegetic gaze, and the look of camera. In Image 3 social distance is at 

medium-close shot or far personal distance, which the viewers can see from the waist up of the 

represented participants and they share their happiness with their viewers. This image is 

attractive, because it is colorful and has natural types of colors which make a connection with 

our real life. The designer of this image shows the background, the yard, in a hazy manner, so 

that he places the family in front of the image to attract the viewer’s attention. 

In the compositional mode, the verbal part of the image is placed at the given or the left 

position and the new or visual part of the image which represents family members is placed in 

the right position. Designers of this image placed the verbal part in one frame and the visual 

part in another, but the image is partially superimposed on the text. 

 

3.3. Meaning in Narrative and Conceptual Structure 

 

Image 4. A sample shot of writing exercise. 

(Taken from American English file 2, p. 112) 

  

This picture is about two sisters who were on spring vacation with their family in New 

York City. Their father took this picture in Bryant Park. At the representational metafunction 

level, Image 4 uses both the narrative and the conceptual processes. In the narrative process the 

represented participants, two sisters, make a story with vectors of motion, their bodies and 

limps, about their vacation (Harrison, 2002). The kind of the narration which they make is 

actional. Thus, this image has two actors and a specific goal. Behind both girls, viewers can 
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see a memorial fountain. The black granite and bronze memorial fountain commemorates a 

social worker Josephine Shaw. She was a progressive leader in many difficult causes, such as 

women’s rights, education of poor people, and civil service. Also, she established numerous 

charitable organizations in New York. In the conceptual process, the memorial fountain 

suggests attributive symbolic. Because of high modality, color and size, this fountain is a 

suggestive attribute. The symbolic attribute has both carrier (children) and symbolic attribute 

(charity, women’s rights, and education). All in all, this picture is centered-based and 

introduces this fountain to the viewers. This indicates that a woman can make a big revolution 

in a society. 

In the interactional layer, Image 4 is a demand because the represented participants look 

directly at the viewers and beseech them to visit this park. There are three kinds of gazes in this 

image including spectator’s gaze, extra-diegetic gaze, and the look of camera. The social 

distance of this image is long shot or far social distance. Therefore, the viewers can see whole 

figure of represented participants with the space around them and make a connection with those 

participants who are close to this fountain. This image is taken from a horizontal frontal angle. 

Moreover, it is at the eye level and there is no power difference involved between the viewers 

and the represented participants. There are many colors and details in this image and these 

features make high modality. Regarding the context of this image the viewers can see the 

library building, chairs, other people, main represented participants, and whole figure of the 

memorial fountain.  

 In the compositional visual mode new information, image, is placed in the right side 

and given information, main text, is placed in the left side. Designers placed both text and 

image in separate frames, but they placed them in the bigger frame and to make a connection 

between text and image. 

 

4. DISCCUSION AND CONCLUSION 

At the representational level, social semiotics proposes narrative and conceptual processes. In 

the all six textbooks of the American English file both narrative and conceptual processes are 

present. Some of the images consist one type of processes, however, some of them consist both 

types of processes (narrative and conceptual). The actional, the reactional, and the symbolical 

processes are three types of processes which have most frequent level in these series. 

With regard to interactive metafunction, in first place, the contact types (offer, demand) 

produce different types of visual information for the interactive participants. It is possible that 

the viewer gets different semantic realizations for the same interactive meaning. In second 

place, the system of social distance “can not only realize a sense of remoteness as opposed to 

that of closeness between the represented participants and the viewer, but also a sense of 

commonness or abundance (Oyama, 1998, p. 204). In the third place, the system of attitude 

uses horizontal and vertical angles and make involvement/detachment and power relation 

between interactive and represented participants. In the fourth place, the system of modality 

makes a difference in terms of interactive meaning. Decontextualized represented participants 

are represented as general and stereotypical. However, contextualized represented participants 

are represented as specific in definite contexts. 
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Regarding compositional meaning, in first place, left/right, top/down, and 

center/margin are visual spaces which have different kinds of meanings. Given and new are 

matched with the sense that less significant elements are placed in the given or left position 

and significant elements are placed in the new or right position. Kress and van Leuween (2006) 

name both top and downs as ideal and real. The ideal part of a message is the most prominent 

nature of the message. Unlike ideal, real shows specific information such as the details. Center 

and margin are other visual spaces. When a designer places something or someone in the central 

position, it becomes the visible heart of that image. In this regard, he or she places other 

elements in margin. These elements are inferior to the central one. The presence or absence of 

framing device makes connection or disconnection between images and their related texts. In 

this part, designers place elements in background or foreground, exaggerate elements by 

relative size, or use tonal value to attract viewers’ attention.  

All in all, this paper has a three prominent objectives: (1) It proposes English teachers 

to work with multimodal texts in their classes. (2) This study encourages students to be critical 

thinkers, and teachers should explain that images are meaning-making resources in our society. 

These images combine with the verbal text to make meanings. (3) It familiarizes teachers and 

students with the functional part of images and texts based on three metafunctions: 

representational, interactional, and compositional. 
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