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Introduction

This article addresses the analysis of 
qualitative data in language planning 
research in the form of photographic 
images of language card exercises, 
supported by talk-through texts. The main 
focus is on the analysis of images and 
critical issues surrounding the use of 
images in qualitative research, including 
both conscious and unconscious 
“meaning”. The research reported on 
here was an Economic and Social 
Research Council (ESRC) funded project at 
the University of Cambridge that 
investigated language policy, planning and 
provision in multilingual schools and 
communities in England (see Payne, 
2004). The study produced a number of 
findings around the diversification of 
languages and pupil perceptions of choice 
while also shedding light on the 
community dimension of the specialist 
schools initiative. It also raised issues in 
terms of image-based research, on which 
this paper focuses. There now follow five 
sections: Definitions, Context and the 
Study; The Language Data; How Were the 
Images Analyzed?; Looking beyond the 
text; and Conclusion.

Definitions, Context and the Study

This paper is drawn from a project that 
investigated the provision of Modern 
Foreign Languages (MFL) in an urban, 
multilingual 11-18 secondary school and 
in the community context (reported 

further in: Payne, 2006; Payne, 2007a, 
2007b;  Payne & Evans, 2005). The 
project was situated within the 
theoretical framework of language 
planning and conceptualizations of 
“foreign language planning”. Language 
planning is defined as “deliberate efforts 
to influence the behaviour of others with 
respect to the acquisition, structure, or 
functional allocation of their language 
codes” (Cooper, 1996, p.45). Foreign 
language planning is “the policy, 
planning, organization and facilitation of 
foreign and/or second language 
learning” (Payne, 2007b, p.237). This 
paper focuses on “image-based 
research” (IBR), in this case the use of 
images in qualitative language planning 
research. The methodology utilized is 
part of the broader field of qualitative 
“visual methods” (Bauer & Gaskell, 2000) 
that includes video and photography 
(Loizos, 2000). “Visual methods” has its 
roots in “visual anthropology” typified by 
“ethnographic film” and film stills, or 
photographs taken in the field such as the 
19th century pictures of Torres Strait 
Islanders engaged in ritual dance (for 
examples see: Banks, 1998). Language 
planning, as a branch of linguistics, is a 
discipline where IBR as conceptualized 
here does not usually play a major role 
(Payne, in press 2012; Prosser & 
Schwartz, 1998). However, IBR has been 
key in other areas of linguistic research, 
for example early childhood pre-speech 
communication research, such as in 
Kleiner’s (1987) study of visual 
preferences or Bomba and Siqueland’s 
(1983) dot distortions in infant shape 
recognition. Pictures have also been 
utilized in Kroll and Peck’s (1998) study of 
bilingual code activation. In terms of my 
language planning research, the images 
were digital photographs of pupil-
constructed language card patterns rather 
than pre-formed patterns designed as a 
stimulus.

In conducting my research, I used 
“language cards” alongside traditional 
qualitative methods of focus group 
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interviews and classroom observations 
(Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007; 
Wellington, 2006). When discussing 
language programmes with the pupil and 
teacher respondents, I realized I would 
need a means to render some aspects of 
the discussions less abstract, for example 
discussing language “hierarchies”. This 
was influenced by issues related to 
conducting research with children, pupil 
voice and making the research process as 
accessible as possible (Payne, 2007a). To 
support discussions about languages in 
schools, such as the teaching of French 
and Spanish, the appropriate languages 
were written on cards and respondents 
asked to sort them into structures or 
patterns to reinforce what they were 
describing. I then took a photograph to 
capture the patterns (Payne, 2004). The 
images and accompanying talk-through 
texts provide the focus for this article.

The Language Data 

From a data corpus of 60 images and 
260,000 transcribed words I present a 
sample of data from two focus groups 
from one school, School “B” in London. 
One group comprised 16-year-old students 
studying for the GCSE exam (General 
Certificate of Secondary Education) and 
the other consisted of 18-year-old 
students studying for their Advanced-
Level (A Level) pre-university 
examinations. They were a mix of 
monolingual English speaking pupils and 
bilingual pupils speaking a variety of 
South Asian languages, e.g. Gujerati and 
Panjabi, as well as English. During data 
collection, respondents were required to 
portray three structures with language 
cards:

1. How the languages are structured in 
the school (current language 
provision1).

2. How the languages should be 
structured (ideal language provision).

3. A programme that would meet the 
needs of the school catchment 
language community (community 
provision).

Although I was aware of the language 
provision in School B (see footnote 1), one 
aspect of the exploratory investigation 
was to see how far pupils were aware of 
exactly which languages were on offer to 
them. Therefore, pupils selected which 
languages should be represented on the 
cards in response to the three language 
exercise questions above and I wrote the 
languages on the cards. Pupils were free 
to suggest languages, and add further 
languages into the exercise, particularly 
in relation to question 3, which required 
the addition of salient community 
languages. Pupils manipulated the cards 
in response to the questions and, as they 
did so, were encouraged to talk through 
the process.

The 16-year-olds saw the current school 
language programme as presented in 
Figure 1, below:

Figure 1: GCSE Focus Group: Current Language 
Provision
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a second language from French or German (pupils learning Japanese chose from French and German; pupils learning 
French must choose German, Japanese cannot be started in Year 8). They can continue two languages to GCSE or drop 
one or both languages in Year 10, then choosing either Spanish or Gujerati (Gujerati is only taken by Gujerati native 
speakers). Post-16, pupils can continue to A-Level, but if they chose not to they must take part in a language enrichment 
programme as part of Language College policy.



These respondents put English at the 
front of the structure (if read left-to-
right) then positioned German, French 
and Japanese as the three Key Stage 3 
(KS3:11-14 years old) languages. Spanish 
and Gujerati were added in Key Stage 4 
(KS4:15-16 years old), with Spanish the 
more salient of the two. They explained 
the programme as follows in Talk-through 
Textbox 1 (TT1):

TT1: GCSE Focus Group

Girl:
We have started French since Year 7, and a lot have 
Japanese. You have to pick between the one you want 
to choose. 

Boy:
It has changed now yes. You do all three in Year 7. But 
when we were there you had to choose between 
French and Japanese.

Boy:
Now it has changed, you do all three and then you 
choose.

Girl:
When you get into Year 8 you have to pick up, because 
in Year 8 you have to pick up a second language.

Girl:
And when you get into,  when you pick your GCSEs 
you can choose to take up Spanish and Gujerati as a 
new language.
(GCSE Focus Group, School B)

The inclusion of English is interesting 
because it is a “given” by these pupils 
that this language is included in MFL 
provision in School B, although it is 
actually a distinct curriculum subject not 
normally included within “languages”, 
usually taken to be “foreign languages” in 
the UK. This view may reflect the 
multilingual nature of the school, the 
community and the focus group, where 
English is seen as one of many languages 
in the community “repertoire”. It may 
also expose one limitation of “pupil-
voice” research: pupils do not often have 
in-depth knowledge of school 
management and curricular issues. A 
teacher would know that English is a 

separate curriculum subject (see for 
example, Flutter & Rudduck, 2004; 
Stables & Wikeley, 1999).

When asked what their “ideal” 
programme would be, the GCSE Focus 
Group produced the following structure 
outlined in Figure 2, below:

Figure 2: GCSE Focus Group: Ideal Language 
Provision

Pupils would study English as a main 
language and then opt equally for their 
other languages. There is no espoused 
significance to the positions of the 
language cards in the column, as 
intimated in TT2:

TT2: GCSE Focus Group

Boy:
I think we should do English because when in England 
we should be able to speak the language in the country 
we are in.

Boy:
Yeah, they should all be equal.

Girl:
I think in an ideal world everyone should have the 
opportunity to learn a language they want.

Boy:
I think we should be able to choose out of all the 
languages to take them up to a GCSE.

Girl:
I think we should have the choice from the very 
beginning what we want to do.
(GCSE Focus group, School B)

Superficially, the notion of equality here 
is striking. Other than English, the cards 
appear to be placed in a random order to 
imply equality of status for the languages, 
with English retained, presumably, as the 
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essential language for everyone. All pupils 
would then have an equal choice of the 
languages on offer. One reason for this 
may be attempts to alleviate the complex 
nature of the current options-system (see 
footnote 1); however, it is unlikely to be 
“accidental” that Spanish, a popular 
“world” language choice in schools, is at 
the top of the column, and Gujerati, an 
important community language but less 
widely available in schools, is at the 
bottom. This may expose implicit 
hierarchical issues within the pupil group 
which, without the image, would not have 
come to the fore; there is no indication of 
this in TT2.

For the final part of the exercise, pupils 
were asked to construct a programme 
that would meet the needs of their 
language community. They came up with 
the programme in Figure 3, below:

Figure 3: GCSE Focus Group: Community Language 
Provision

This is similar to how they would like to 
see the current language provision 
structured in the school, with the 
addition of Urdu and Latin (see TT3):

TT3: GCSE Focus Group

Girl:
Maybe Latin but that is just because I know that the 
other schools may have done it and they found it 
useful.

Girl:
Latin

Boy:
The same. Urdu and Latin
(GCSE Focus Group, School B).

This group of pupils introduced Urdu into 

the programme because of the perceived 
salience of the language in relation to the 
numbers of speakers in the local 
community. Latin was also included 
because it is perceived as useful. This 
group thought there were merits to 
studying Latin as a basis for studying 
medicine; however, they seem unaware 
that Latin is not part of the MFL 
curriculum area. In terms of the status of 
the languages, the card-exercise 
structure was left unchanged from part 
two; therefore, one can assume that 
English is positioned in the first column 
(read left-to- right) as a priority language 
in England, with an equal choice from the 
next column of languages already 
comprising the school curriculum 
(notwithstanding implicit hierarchical 
issues, see above). Urdu and Latin, in the 
final column, represent an option at some 
stage.

The A-Level group formulated the 
following structure in relation to the first 
question (Figure 4):

Figure 4: A-Level Focus Group: Current Language 
Provision

They explained the structure as follows 
(in TT4):

TT4: A-Level Focus Group
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Girl:
They are our main ones, they are the main four that we 
have from Year 7 through to 16 [indicating left hand 
column].

Girl:
For the enrichment it is Sign Language, Russian, 
Greek, Mandarin and there is one more.

Girl:
If you don’t do a language into the 6th Form then they 
make you take an enrichment language which is just a 
6-week course.

Girl:
These are all the 6th Form ones [pointing to right 
hand column of languages].

Girl:
Basically the main ones are French, German, Spanish 
and Japanese, which we do from Year 7.

Girl:
These [pointing to left hand column] and then Year 7’s 
get to try them and then they take two up to Year 8 and 
Year 9 and then in Year 10 they also add in Spanish.

Girl:
No you can only take one, just the one that fits in with 
your timetable. 
 (A-Level Focus Group, School B)

The A-Level Focus Group appears to avert 
controversy by sorting the languages into 
two alphabetically-ordered lists: the left-
hand list is for the KS3 languages, the 
right-hand list is for KS4 languages. 
Gujerati has been omitted from the 
programme. It is also interesting to note 
the unexplained inclusion of Sign 
Language, another non-traditional 
language in curriculum terms, into a 
programme of MFL. The reference to 
“enrichment languages” is interesting in 
terms of wider language policies in 
relation to “specialist schools” as a 
specialist language college in the UK has 
to ensure that every pupil is studying a 
language. However, A-Level choices 
cannot be forced upon pupils, therefore 
this requirement is met in School B by 
ensuring that every pupil is at least 
studying a non-validated (non-examined) 
enrichment language (Department for 
Education and Skills, 2005)2.

The next set of data to consider here is 
that of the “ideal” language programme, 
presented in Figure 5:

Figure 5: A-Level Focus Group: Ideal Language 
Provision

This group of pupils placed the cards in 
one long vertical line and explained 
provision thus (in TT5):

TT5: A-Level Focus Group

Girl:
I think in an ideal world everyone should have the 
opportunity to learn a language they want.

Girl:
We should be able to have the choice of any.

Girl:
I think we should have the choice from the very 
beginning what we want to do.

Boy:
So this represents really all the languages taught in 
the school. There is a choice from Year 7.
(A-Level Focus Group, School B)

This group would like to see equality of 
choice in language provision. There is no 
espoused priority in the language-card 
structure: the two columns appear to 
have been amalgamated. In terms of 
language status, the seemingly-random 
order of the cards may be an indication 
that the languages are all viewed as being 
equal. The enrichment languages have 
also been included as this group has 
experienced the enrichment programme; 
their inclusion may indicate that an 
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equality of choice at post-16 might be 
desirable.

Finally, the respondents devised a 
Community-focused programme (Fig. 6, 
below):

Figure 6: A-Level Focus Group: Community 
Language Provision

The content and structure of this 
programme was explained in the talk-
through (TT6) thus:

TT6: A-Level Focus Group

Girl:
We shouldn’t be made to do something you don’t want 
to do. 

Girl:
Because then if you don't like it you are not going to 
learn it and you find that.
(A-Level Focus Group, School B)

This group added Hebrew, Gujerati and 
Arabic as three significant local 
community languages to the programme 
(unaware that Gujerati is taught already 
at the school) and positioned the 
languages in three columns: “community 
languages”, “European languages” and 
“optional languages”. The programme is 
based upon a choice from Year 7 although 
the number of languages and the ratio for 
each column is not discussed. One 
respondent also raises the issue of Sign 
Language (probably British Sign Language) 
but does not expand.

This section has presented the image and 
talk-through data, supported by a 
descriptive, first-stage interpretation. 
Although only an overview, there are 

elements that indicate some deeper 
interpretative issues that support the 
ultimate findings of the research project 
e.g. the desire for more equality and 
fairness by pupils, represented by 
horizontally configured school language 
programmes that provide for choice and 
equality.

How were the images analyzed?

Primarily, the strategy I took was to treat 
all data as “text” and upload it to the 
qualitative data-analysis software 
package “Atlas/ti” (Muhr, 2004). This 
facilitated searching, sorting and coding 
of the text and image data (Kelle, 1995); 
once data are coded, one can begin to 
construct “theories”.

A form of grounded theory (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967) was utilized in line with 
the Taylor and Bogdan (1989) approach: 
data are collected; themes are identified; 
data are compared; additional data 
collected; and then theory generated 
(paraphrased from Taylor & Bogdan, 1998, 
p.138). Although there is debate around 
whether what emerges are “discovered 
theories” (Thomas & James, 2006), it is a 
strategy that has been applied previously 
in visual sociology (Prosser & Schwartz, 
1998, p.118). 

The inductive approach of gathering 
spoken and written data, then coding and 
analyzing, is established as a process of 
qualitative enquiry; extending this to text 
and image data, and a combination of the 
two, seemed a logical way forward. The 
coding framework was 
“emergent” (Huberman & Miles, 1994), 
from a descriptive to a more theoretical 
level, from “in-vivo” categories (Muhr, 
1997, p.26), such as “French” “Urdu” 
etc., to more complex abstract codes 
such as “community language tensions” or 
“implicit language priorities”. For a fuller 
explanation of coding and the coding 
frame see Payne, 2004.

Upon deeper reflection, I felt that the 
images contained more than just text. It 
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seemed to me that how the language 
cards were placed, sorted, and 
manipulated also had something to say: it 
“signified” something (Chandler, 2009) 
but I was not sure what, nor how to 
interpret properly (there did not appear 
to be any studies in education or 
linguistics supporting this). I had a 
concern that any attempt at such analysis 
might be seen as superficial and that it 
was preferable to stick with a potentially 
more tried-and-tested approach to 
qualitative analysis in treating the images 
as representations of text. However, I was 
convinced that the images still had 
something more to say than what was 
written on the cards.

Looking beyond the text

I was not sure at first whether the photos 
could be classified as “images” as an 
anthropologist might recognise them, like 
images depicting, for example aboriginal 
tribal members (Banks, 1998). After all, 
one could argue that the photos depict 
simply words or “text”; a respondent 
could quite easily have written the words 
on a piece of paper for me and talked me 
through them. But where I would argue 
that the images represent more than 
“text” is that they can be viewed 
semiotically: the images can be studied 
for meaning beyond the words and the 
words seen as signifiers that say more 
than they seem to, pointing to a 
“signified concept” (Chandler, 2009, p.
15). I would also argue that there is 
something said beyond the words, 
inherent in the structures, both vertical 
and horizontal, the gaps between the 
cards, the patterns, shapes, gaps around 
the cards and probably much more (the 
example below shows the potential for 
hidden meaning). In simple terms, for 
example, it is clear that when the words 
are presented horizontally or vertically, 
some form of hierarchical thinking may be 
exposed: horizontal may equal 
“equality”, vertical seems to equal 
“hierarchy” (see issues related to Figure 
3, above).

I would also argue that context is very 
important. Any of the above pictures seen 
out of context could be regarded as 
either “meaningless” or “meaningful”; I 
suggest “meaningless” in relation to the 
project in its entirety and “meaningful” 
in that individual viewer meaning is a 
construction (Penn, 2000). Once some 
detail of the project is known -something 
of the schools and respondents- then the 
images take on more meaning. I would 
contend, furthermore, that the images 
taken in conjunction with the talk-
through commentary provide a 
particularly deep insight into pupils’ 
views and thoughts on language provision; 
they have a “reciprocal relationship of 
relay, where both image and text 
contribute to the overall meaning” (Penn, 
2000, p.231-232). The photos without the 
talk-through lack deeper insight; the talk-
through without the photos also lacks 
something. But together they combine to 
shed light on the focus of enquiry.

In some cases, the cards in the photos are 
placed with little space between: in 
others there is more space, again without 
explicit reason. Drawing on notions of 
“syntagm” from semiology, Penn (2000) 
points to the comparison of such photos 
and the place of each in relation to the 
others to attempt to elicit meaning. 
However, without the talk-through or 
explicit questioning in relation to 
perceived differences between the 
images, semiotic analysis here is not 
enough. Where there is a conscious effort 
to manipulate the cards, accompanied 
with talk-through, then meaning is clear. 
Take the following image from a different 
school (Figure 7, below). 

Figure 7: Current Language Provision: Head of 
Spanish
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The teacher, a Head of Spanish, was 
asked how the languages were structured 
in the school and he came up with the 
pattern as shown. When asked if he would 
put the cards closer together to facilitate 
a photograph, he said “the gap needs to 
be there, it says a lot”. He refers to the 
school priorities in relation to French and 
German over Spanish, Japanese and 
Russian; had I not asked him to reposition 
the cards, this may have been left unsaid. 
Ideally, I would have picked up on it later 
and conducted follow-up research, but 
that is not always possible. Of course, a 
syntagmic-related analysis in relation to 
all 60 images would have suggested that 
the gap in the image carried a meaning 
and this would have led to follow-up 
research. My deeper concern is: What 
else is contained within the images? Is 
there something about the way the cards 
are placed, the gaps, columns and 
positions that say something about 
language priorities and programmes that I 
have not noticed? Penn would argue, 
however, that some images are “more 
amenable to semiotic analysis than 
others” (Penn, 2000, p.232) and I would 
argue that the image and talk-through 
data discussed in this paper fall outside of 
the potential for semiotic analysis in 
relation to “paradigm/syntagm” and 
“mind mapping” (Penn, 2000).

A final issue, and one I cannot develop 
within the confines of this article, is the 
“meta-image”; the image represented by 
all 60 project images. When all 60 photos 

are laid out, in order, they might say 
something collectively, beyond the 
individual images. For example, where 
respondents chose their ideal language 
programme there was a marked shift to 
horizontal programmes over vertical ones, 
not something immediately apparent on a 
photo-by-photo basis.

Conclusion

Image-based research as conceptualized 
in this paper is still not widely used in 
language planning or educational 
research. That said, my brief insights 
underline the potential for using images 
alongside more conventional models of 
qualitative research for second language 
education research, beyond the pre-
speech phase. I would argue that in 
relation to research with children, images 
offer scope for engagement with 
otherwise abstract processes, but I would 
also argue that image-based research is 
appropriate for adult respondents as well. 
Rather than feeling patronized, my adult 
respondents engaged with the process of 
language-card exercises and talk-through, 
such as evidenced by the teacher of 
Spanish above.

In terms of analysis, I have argued that 
images can perhaps shed light on the 
deeper, the “signified”, beyond the 
superficial and “textual” signifier. 
However, it must be recognized that 
working with images is essentially a 
subjective exercise and interpretations 
may differ when the images are analyzed 
by different researchers. However, in the 
case of my project, I do argue that the 
combination of images and talk-through 
added something, in terms of the 
individual photos and collectively, that a 
text-only project would have lacked. 
Finally, I would suggest that the use of 
card exercises could be applied more 
widely beyond language-planning 
research, and particularly where pupils 
are involved in the process.
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