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Abstract:	 In a globalized era of information technology and multimedia, the content 
compilation of high school English textbooks has transformed from a single textual mo-
dality into a multimodal one. This study aims to conduct a systematic visual grammar 
analysis of the current People’s Education Press (2024) of senior high school English 
textbooks in China and explore how multimodal resources, such as images and texts, in-
tegrate and present knowledge in language textbooks. The study analyzed three compul-
sory English textbooks, employing Visual Grammar as its analytical framework. Both 
quantitative and qualitative analyses are used to examine images in the reading sections 
of senior high school English textbooks. The findings of this study are: (1) the visual de-
sign in these textbooks not only effectively complement the language content of reading 
section through the representative meanings of images but also strengthen the coher-
ence of the readings’ plots through narrative structures of the images; (2) the reading 
section’s images mainly aims at enhancing the viewers’ sense of participation; (3) a text-
centered layout with images playing an assisted role. This study seeks to offer a detailed 
analysis and reference for enhancing the visual design and multimodal integration of 
senior high school English textbooks, and to further contribute to the application of vis-
ual grammar theory in research on the related field. 	

	 Keywords: high school English textbooks; multimodal discourse; visual grammar	

1.	Introduction	

With the rapid development of multimedia technol-
ogy, the division of labor in society has become increas-
ingly refined, and the forms of social interaction have be-
come increasingly diverse. In this context, the boundaries 
between various symbols are gradually blurred. Educa-
tion has entered the postmodern period, and discourse is 
no longer confined to the traditional textual mode but in-
tegrates a variety of modalities, such as drawings, anima-
tions, sounds, colors, choreographies, charts, and so on. 
This multimodality, and the joint participation of multiple 
modalities in social practice, have prompted us to conduct 
in-depth research on multimodal discourse. In 1996, 
Kress and van Leeuwen introduced the theory of Visual 
Grammar. In 2001, they developed a framework for 

multimodal discourse that provides a theoretical founda-
tion for related research. 

As essential resources for students’ learning, English 
textbooks are key vehicles for achieving teaching goals 
and enhancing educational effectiveness. They are also es-
sential materials for Chinese schoolchildren learning Eng-
lish. With the continuous enrichment of textbook content, 
multimedia elements such as visual and auditory re-
sources have been widely introduced. When using these 
textbooks, students are bound to utilize a variety of 
senses, such as auditory, visual, and tactile senses, to com-
municate and learn, which is an essential manifestation of 
multimodal discourse. What’s more, the Compulsory Edu-
cation’s English Curriculum Standards (2019 Edition, 
2022 Revised Edition) of China added “viewing” as a 
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language skill (Ministry of Education of the People’s Re-
public of China, 2022) while reading multimodal texts. 
Therefore, the multimodal design of textbooks has be-
come a significant trend in the development of educa-
tional resources today. 

In recent years, advances in multimedia technology 
have driven changes in English teaching materials. The 
compulsory module of the Senior High School English 
textbook (published by People’s Education Press in 2024, 
hereafter, PEP) is a typical example of the multimodal 
trend. It was born in response to the evolving times and 
the needs of teaching, offering a fresh perspective and in-
novative resources for English education.	

Grounded in Kress and Van Leeuwen’s Visual Gram-
mar (2020), the research conducts a multimodal dis-
course analysis (MDA) of the “Reading and Thinking” sec-
tion in high school English textbooks published by Peo-
ple’s Education Press. The aim is to explain how these 
multimodal discourses achieve metalanguage functions 
and modal meanings, revealing how the social symbols in 
the textbooks construct representational, interactive, and 
compositional meanings. Such analysis could support po-
tential readers, such as teachers and students, in inter-
preting multimodal discourse, exploring the layered 
meanings embedded in teaching materials, raising stu-
dents’ awareness of multimodal literacy, and ultimately 
enhancing the effectiveness of these materials. 

2.	Literature	Review	

Research on multimodality has expanded rapidly 
over the last two decades, and its development has signif-
icantly shaped the way textbooks are examined as peda-
gogical and semiotic artefacts. This section brings to-
gether work on multimodal discourse analysis (MDA) and 
textbook studies, that is, fields that have often been re-
viewed separately, to show how they converge in the anal-
ysis of English teaching materials and to position the pre-
sent study within this evolving landscape. 

2.1.	Multimodality	and	Multimodal	Discourse	Analysis	

Multimodality emphasises that meaning is produced 
through the interplay of multiple modes, such as linguis-
tic, visual, auditory, and spatial resources. Among the 
many approaches, Halliday’s Systemic Functional Linguis-
tics (1994; hereafter SFL) and Kress and van Leeuwen’s 
Visual Grammar (1996; 2001; 2020) have been widely ap-
plied in applied linguistics, communication studies, and 
educational research because they offer concrete analyti-
cal tools for examining how images and language co-con-
struct meaning. According to their theory, the grammar of 
visual design could be presented as a set of narrative and 
conceptual processes (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2020). 
Moreover, contact, social distance, and attitudes (or per-
spectives) are three factors in image-text interactions 
from the viewers' perspective (Kress & van Leeuwen, 

2020). Lastly, information value, framing, and salience are 
the meanings of composition (Kress & van Leeuwen, 
2020). 

Building on these frameworks, Zhu and Yan (2011) 
proposed two criteria for identifying multimodal dis-
course: 

(1) whether more than one mode is present, and 
(2) whether these modes interact to convey meaning 

that cannot be accomplished by a single mode alone.  

These criteria are directly relevant to the current 
study, as English textbooks typically organise linguistic 
and visual modes in integrated layouts, and the analytical 
focus lies not only on identifying these modes but also on 
understanding how they jointly contribute to pedagogical 
meanings. 

Research abroad has engaged with similar concerns. 
Early work explored how images perform ideational and 
interpersonal functions in school materials (Jewitt, 2009; 
Souryana, 2012), and later studies investigated how lay-
out, typography, and page design guide learners’ reading 
paths and meaning making (Torres, 2015). These contri-
butions treat textbooks as socially situated semiotic en-
sembles rather than vessels of neutral knowledge. Com-
pared with these, many Chinese studies have tended to 
emphasise theoretical articulation, such as mapping vis-
ual grammar categories onto textbook examples or dis-
cussing how multimodal resources support curriculum 
goals (Cheng & Cong, 2020; Cheng & Zhang, 2017; Li, 
2009; Zhang, 2009a, 2009b; Zhang, 2012; Zhang & Zhang, 
2010). While important, some of these studies rely heavily 
on descriptive analysis and less on linking multimodal 
patterns to broader educational or ideological implica-
tions. 

2.2.	Textbook	Research	from	a	Multimodal	Perspective	

Textbooks have long been seen as carriers of cultural 
and linguistic knowledge, but the multimodal turn has 
brought renewed attention to how semiotic design shapes 
learning experiences. International research has exam-
ined issues such as the representation of gender, ethnic-
ity, and culture (Gheisari & Akbari, 2024; Hidayah, 2025; 
Prihatiningsih et al., 2021; Xiong et al., 2022), as well as 
how multimodal ensembles position learners through 
gaze, social distance, and interaction patterns (Karadayı, 
2022; Jauhara et.al., 2021; Smith, 2024; Torres, 2015). 
Studies have also questioned how visual and linguistic 
modes may reinforce or challenge particular worldviews, 
highlighting the ideological role of school materials 
(Jewitt, 2009; Smith, 2022; Souryana, 2012; Weninger, 
2021; Xiong et al., 2022). 

Studies of textbooks in China exhibit a similar trajec-
tory but with varying emphases (Li, 2003; Li & Lu, 2012; 
Li, 2013; Xu & Feng, 2022). Numerous studies focus on 
aligning linguistic and visual modalities with national cur-
riculum standards or on the adequacy of illustrations in 
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facilitating language acquisition and instructional activi-
ties. Some studies examine narrative coherence across 
images and texts, while others comment on the aesthetic 
or motivational value of illustrations. Although these 
works provide descriptive accounts that are applicable, 
fewer studies examine the pedagogical metalanguage em-
bedded in multimodal design or how visual-verbal config-
urations guide learners’ interpretation of social meanings. 

2.3.	Identifying	the	Gaps	

Although multimodal approaches have been widely 
applied to English textbook research, most existing do-
mestic studies were conducted before the release of the 
2024 edition of the English Curriculum Standards and 
therefore focus on earlier generations of teaching materi-
als. These works have offered valuable insights into how 
linguistic and visual modes contribute to meaning mak-
ing. Nevertheless, few have examined whether the revised 
curriculum’s emphasis on “viewing”, which as a core com-
ponent of students’ multimodal literacy in English Curric-
ulum Standards, is reflected in the newest set of compul-
sory textbooks. 

The modified Chinese curriculum standards specifi-
cally referenced the “viewing” skills necessary for stu-
dents to interpret images, layouts, and other visual re-
sources as components of meaning construction (MOE, 
2022). This stimulates inquiries regarding the efficacy of 
the semiotic signs in the 2024 PEP textbooks in achieving 
this objective, and whether the visual images correspond 
with the principles outlined in Visual Grammar (Kress & 
van Leeuwen, 2020), including representational, interac-
tive, and compositional meanings. Although prior studies 
have established the efficacy of visual-grammar-based 
analyses, their implementation in the post-reform text-
book series has not been examined. 

With this context in mind, the present study is guided 
by the following research questions: 

RQ1: How do linguistic and visual modes interact to con-
struct meaning in the 2024 edition of the compulsory Eng-
lish textbooks? 

RQ2: To what extent do the images realise representation-
nal, interactive, and compositional meanings consistent 
with the principles of visual grammar?	

By addressing these questions, the study aims to of-
fer an updated account of textbook multimodality in light 
of the most recent curriculum reform and to consider 
whether current visual design practices effectively sup-
port students’ multimodal literacy development. 

3.	Materials	and	Methods	

3.1.	Research	Materials	and	Procedure	

This study focuses on the Reading	and	Thinking sec-
tion in the currently used compulsory English textbooks 
in senior high schools. These sections were chosen be-
cause they contain the most consistent combination of lin-
guistic input and visual support in reading and therefore 
offer a stable basis for assessing how visual resources 
contribute to meaning making. Across the three text-
books, each unit includes several reading passages accom-
panied by illustrative materials. After an initial survey of 
all visual elements, 25 images were selected for analysis. 
The selection criteria were: 

(1) the image must directly accompany a reading text in 
Reading	and	Thinking; 

(2) it must serve a pedagogic or interpretive function ra-
ther than decorative purposes; and 

(3) it must present sufficient visual detail to allow mean-
ingful analysis through visual grammar. 

These criteria ensured that the self-built corpus rep-
resents the types of visuals that students encounter when 
engaging with the main reading content. 

The illustrations in these sections are typically static 
images designed to support textual interpretation, acti-
vate background knowledge, or guide students’ under-
standing of cultural and situational context. All images 
meeting the above criteria were included rather than be-
ing sampled through frequency or thematic categories in 
that the study aims to explore how visual design contrib-
utes to multimodal meaning-making. 

3.2.	Data	Analysis	

Following practices in multimodal image studies, the 
analysis combines descriptive coding with interpretive 
analysis. The process was carried out in three steps.  

Step one: Each image was manually categorized ac-
cording to its basic features, including type (e.g., photo-
graph, drawing), placement on the page, and relation to 
the reading text. This stage ensured that the corpus was 
clearly organised before further analysis. 

Step two, a coding scheme based on Kress and van 
Leeuwen’s visual grammar (2020) was applied. The 
scheme included categories for representational meaning 
(participants, processes, circumstances), interactive 
meaning (gaze, distance, angle), and compositional mean-
ing (information value, salience, framing). All the coding 
was conducted manually and reported in a spreadsheet. 
No automated image-coding tools were used, as the ana-
lytical framework requires interpretive judgement rather 
than pixel-level annotation. However, coding sheets were 
used to maintain a systematic process and ensure con-
sistency across images. 

Finally, the coded descriptions were interpreted 
qualitatively to identify how linguistic and visual modes 
interact and how the visual design relates to curriculum 
expectations for viewing competence of the Chinese New 
Curriculum Standard. This stage involved comparing 
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patterns across units and examining how recurring visual 
choices support or constrain students’ multimodal liter-
acy development. 

3.3.	Ethical	Considerations	

During the study, only the images in the textbooks 
were scanned and analyzed; their contents were not cop-
ied, altered, or disseminated in any way without authori-
zation. When citing images from textbooks, the source 
should be clearly indicated, and academic norms and cop-
yright regulations must be strictly followed. Therefore, 
there is no copyright infringement in this study, and it 
fully complies with the ethical requirements of academic 
research.  

4.	Results	

4.1.	Overall	Descriptive	Results	

Tables 1–3 below are an overall descriptive sum-
mary based on the analytic framework of Visual Grammar 
(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2020). According to Table 1, the 
symbolic process in conceptual representation is most 
prevalent among 25 images, at 48%. Table 2 showed that 
the selected images reflect interactive meanings mainly 
through “offer” contact (92%), impersonal distance (76%), 
and primarily at an eye-level (64%). In an interactive 
sense, “offering” a contact dominates, indicating that im-
ages primarily provide information to the viewer rather 
than seek interaction. For example, the image of a virtual 
choir invites viewers to join a global community and 
shows members singing together, making students feel 
the warmth of connection. Table 3 showed that infor-
mation value is mainly conveyed through left-right and 
top-bottom structures, as in compositional meanings, ac-
counting for 52% and 44% respectively. The image-text 
structures that go from left to right could make contrasts, 
while structures that go from top to bottom can draw at-
tention to main objects, that is, the linguistic text itself. 
This layout aligns with how people read and helps stu-
dents understand the text, which is centered and sup-
ported by images. 

Table	1.	The summary of Representation Meaning in 
compulsory textbooks. 

The	Grammar	of	Visual	Design	
Classification	 Total	(%)	

Narrative  
Representation 

Action Process 8 (32%) 
Reactional Process 2 (8%) 

Speech and Mental Process 0 (0%) 
Total 10 (40%) 

Conceptual  
Representation 

Classificational Process 3 (12%) 
Analytical Process 0 (0%) 
Symbolic Process 12 (48%) 

Total 15 (60%) 

Table	 2.	 The summary of Interactive Meaning in 
compulsory textbooks. 

Interactive	Meaning	
Classification	 Total	(%)	

Contact 
Demand 2 (8%) 

Offer 23 (92%) 
Total 25 (100%) 

Social Distance 
Intimate 2 (8%) 

Social 4 (16%) 
Impersonal 19 (76%) 

Total 25 (100%) 

Perspective 
High Angle 5(20%) 
Eye Angle 16 (64%) 
Low Angle 4 (16%) 

Total 25 (100%) 

Table	3.	The summary of Compositional Meaning in 
compulsory textbooks. 

Compositional	Meaning	
Classification	 Total	(%)	

Information value 
Left and Right 13 (52%) 

Top and Bottom 11 (44%) 
Center and Margin 1 (4%) 

Total 25 (100%) 

Framing 
Weak Framing 11 (44%) 
Actual Framing 14 (56%) 

Total 25 (100%) 

4.2.	Representational	Meaning	 	

According to the theory of Visual Grammar (Kress & 
van Leeuwen, 2020), representational meaning is catego-
rized into narrative and conceptual representations. To 
examine the features of representational meaning con-
struction in images, statistics on narrative and conceptual 
representation in the PEP for senior high school textbooks 
are presented and discussed. Tables 4 and 5 present the 
detailed statistics. 

As shown in Tables 4 and 5, images of conceptual 
representation are more prominent than narrative repre-
sentation. The prevalence of action processes and sym-
bolic processes in the three compulsory textbooks can be 
attributed to their effectiveness in promoting student en-
gagement and understanding. To teach content that is 
more relevant to students’ lives, the action process helps 
them grasp the text more visually by depicting dynamic 
human interactions. Symbolic processes convey deeper 
cultural or thematic meanings, such as festivals or human 
landscapes, enriching the text's contextual framework 
and developing students’ cultural awareness and critical 
thinking. Thus, all these processes embodied in textbooks 
can be effective in improving comprehension and educa-
tional outcomes. 
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Table	4.	The statistics of the image of narrative representational (NR). 

NR
Textbook	
Volume	

Action	Process	 Reactional	Process	 Speech	and	Mental	Process	 Total	

Compulsory I 1 0 0 1 
Compulsory II 5 0 0 5 
Compulsory III 2 2 0 4 

Total (%) 8 (32%) 2 (8%) 0 10 (40%) 

Table	5.	The statistics of images of conceptual representation (CR). 

CR
Textbook	 	
Volume	

Classificational	
Process	

Analytical	
Process	

Symbolic	
Process	 Total	

Compulsory I 1 0 7 8 
Compulsory II 2 0 0 2 
Compulsory III 0 0 5 5 

Total (%) 3 (12%) 0 (0%) 12 (48%) 15 (60%) 
 
Symbolic processes in conceptual representation ac-

count for 48%. Unlike narrative representation images, 
conceptual representation images focus on classifying, an-
alyzing, and symbolizing participants. This helps deepen 
the viewer’s understanding of the participants in the im-
ages. For instance, the following Figure 1 is selected from 
Unit 1 of Compulsory II. 2 images were shown alongside 
the reading titled “From	problems	to	Solutions”. The upper 
image shows what a real “dam” looks like in Egypt, as 
mentioned in the reading material; the picture supports 
the reading content symbolically by visually representing 
the concept of a “dam” and its cultural relics. Therefore, it 
is considered a symbolic process of conceptual represen-
tation function. The lower image shows a scene from the 
Aswan Dam project, where travellers are visiting the tem-
ples mentioned in the text. It also symbolizes the specific 
dam mentioned in the text, which might not be so familiar 
to the Chinese young students. These pictures visualize 
the significant contribution of the Aswan Dam project to 
the preservation of cultural heritage.  

As in Figure 2, a map of Peru on the right side helps 
explain the country’s geography and history by using vis-
ual elements that match the left-sided text. It uses differ-
ent colors and symbols to represent the three central re-
gions, namely the coastal region, the Andes, and the Ama-
zon rainforest. In this map, the yellowish areas symbol-
ized “the	 narrow,	 dry	 coastal	 land”, and greenish areas 
represented the “Amazon	rainforest” in the reading text. 
Mountains are labeled with icons to help readers easily lo-
cate “the	Andes”. This visual presentation is directly linked 
to the reading text, helping students understand Peru’s 
natural features and historical sites more clearly and 
deepening readers’ understanding of the text.  

Figure 3 also originated from the same unit in Com-
pulsory I. The image depicts tourist culture and land-
scapes that symbolize different countries. These symbolic 
processes allow readers to make immediate associations 
and prompt them to recall more about ancient Inca 

culture, centuries-old Spanish culture, or other wonderful 
cities full of fantastic architecture. For senior high school 
students, these images shorten the distance to unfamiliar 
places in the real world and to the language itself. In this 
case, readers might not only acquire knowledge from lin-
guistic resources, such as reading texts, but also visualize 
this knowledge through real maps and images. 

 

Figure	 1.	 Examples of Conceptual Meanings from 
Unit 1, Compulsory II. 

 

Figure	 2.	 A Map showing Symbolic Process. Ex-
tracted from Unit 2, Compulsory I. 
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As Table 4 shows, action processes and reactional 
processes are the core processes of narrative representa-
tion. The action process accounts for 32% and ranks sec-
ond, while the reactional process accounts for 8% of the 
total. Figure 4 shows a doctor looking at a crying baby in 
an incubator, smiling, with the baby as the target, and the 
doctor’s reaching towards the baby is the response vector. 
Readers might easily figure out that the doctor’s expres-
sions and movements convey emotions such as caring and 
relief. The eye contact between the doctor and the baby 
highlights their interaction, from which students can un-
derstand the doctor’s role as caregiver, as the reading title 
suggests, Mother	of	 the	Thousand	Babies, and the baby’s 
vulnerability.  

To sum up, the “Reading	and	Thinking” section of the 
compulsory textbooks tends to use images as comple-
ments to the linguistic text, most of which depict actional 
(32%) and symbolic (48%) processes. Therefore, the rep-
resentational meaning of images can be conveyed through 
narrative and conceptual representation, enabling read-
ers to better understand and grasp the linguistic texts’ 
central ideas and correct values. Without those images, 
texts are only texts with limited imagination. With the as-
sistance of images, such as symbolic real pictures and 
maps, fantasies are brought to life.	

 

Figure	3.	An Image of Cusco. Extracted from Unit 2, 
Compulsory I.	

 

Figure	4.	Example of Narrative Meaning from Unit 2, 
Compulsory III. 

4.3.	Interactive	Meaning	

The interactive meaning is categorized into three di-
mensions: contact, social distance, and perspective. Con-
tact includes demand (eye contact) and offer (a stance) for 
the readers. Social distance in the interactive function can 
be further categorized into intimate, social, and imper-
sonal distance to the readers. Perspective can be viewed 
as high, eye, and low angles. Tables 6, 7, and 8 show the 
descriptive statistics, respectively. 

As shown in Table 6, among the interactive functions 
of contact with the readers, images “offering a stance” are 
dominant, accounting for 92%. In such images, which of-
fer “something” to readers, the creatures do not make di-
rect eye contact. The primary interactive function of these 
pictures was to provide viewers with information, as 
shown in Figure 5. The text presents “a	virtual	choir”, and 
the real picture underneath extends this invitation to the 
readers to join the global community. Moreover, this real 
choir picture “offered” a scene of how different members 
sing at the same time, that is, a symbolic concept of “choir”. 
This type of picture did not invite readers to interact; in-
stead, it offered information. 

Table	6.	Statistics on images of “contact”. 

Contact
Textbook	
Volume	

Demand	 Offer	 Total	

Compulsory I 1 8 9 
Compulsory II 1 6 7 
Compulsory III 0 9 9 

Total (%) 2 (8%) 23 (92%) 25 (100%) 
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Table	7. The Statistics of images of “social distance” (SD). 

SD	
Textbook	 	
Volume	

Intimate	 Social	 Impersonal	 Total	

Compulsory I 1 1 7 9 
Compulsory II 0 2 5 7 
Compulsory III 1 1 7 9 

Total (%) 2 (8%) 4 (16%) 19 (76%) 25 (100%) 

Table	8.	Statistics on images of “perspectives”. 

Perspective
Textbook	 	
Volume	

High	Angle	 Eye	Angle	 Low	Angle	 Total	

Compulsory I 1 8 0 9 
Compulsory II 1 4 2 7 
Compulsory III 3 4 2 9 

Total 5 (20%) 16(64%) 4 (16%) 25 (100%) 
 
In contrast, as in Figure 6, the image shows a male 

student smiling and looking directly at the readers. This 
direct gaze creates a sense of demanding interaction in 
visual grammar, as he appears to actively seek the 
reader’s attention or empathy. Combined with the text, 
readers can easily assume the male student’s name from 
the first phrase, “My	name	 is	Adam”. In the reading text, 
Adam introduces himself and shares his experiences as a 
freshman. This visual image invites viewers to imagine 
this male student in his role as a college student (wearing 
a handbag in his left hand while holding some books in his 
right) and connect with his story. The image and text work 
together to create an engaging atmosphere, making the 
readers feel included in Adam’s journey. This combination 
effectively conveys that Adam is open and willing to share 
his challenges and hopes for the future, as most readers 
are likely senior high school students. 

 

Figure	5.	An Image of “Offer” Information. Extracted 
from Unit 5, Compulsory II. 

 

Figure	6.	An Image of “Demanding” Interaction. Ex-
tracted from Unit 1, Compulsory I. 

As shown in Table 7, impersonal distance has the 
highest proportion at 76%, followed by social distance at 
16%, while intimate distance is relatively rare, appearing 
only in the three compulsory textbooks. Figure 7 docu-
ments the final frontier, an image of an astronaut on the 
moon. This picture’s impersonal distance from the astro-
naut to Apollo 11 (as shown) provides information about 
the continued presence of humans on the moon. This fos-
ters a desire to explore and learn about the unknown, en-
hances the spirit of adventure, and inspires a learning at-
titude. 

The least social distance shown in the textbooks 
could also be intimate. From Figure 8, an elderly female 
holds a baby and is surrounded by children. Her gentle ex-
pression and close physical contact with the baby show 
the intimate distance. This intimate distance is enhanced 
by the toddler’s relaxed, happy expressions, suggesting a 
warm, trusting relationship. The image aligns with the 
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text, which describes Dr. Lin’s deep care for patients and 
her dedication to women and children. The text mentions 
that she delivered over 50,000 babies and was known as 
the “mother	of	ten	thousand	babies”, highlighting her role 
as a caregiver. The combination of the image and text re-
inforces the idea that Dr. Lin was not just a medical pro-
fessional but also a compassionate figure deeply con-
nected to those she helped. This visual and textual pairing 
effectively conveys her warmth and dedication, making 
her legacy more personal and relatable to the readers. 

 

Figure	 7.	 An Image of Impersonal Distance. Ex-
tracted from Unit 4, Compulsory III. 

 

Figure	8.	An Image of Intimate Distance Extracted 
from Unit 2, Compulsory III. 

As shown in Table 8, among the “perspective” inter-
active meanings in the three compulsory textbooks, the 
“eye angle” images occupy an absolutely dominant posi-
tion, accounting for 64%, while the high angle accounts 
for 20% and the low angle accounts for 16%.  

Generally, when “eye angle” is adopted for filming, 
the readers and the pictures are at the same eye angle so 
that the viewers can integrate into the image’s moment. 
The eye-level angle primarily refers to the width of the hu-
man eye. If the image in the textbook is presented at eye 
level, it can shorten the interaction distance between the 
reader and the object (image), demonstrating an immer-
sive interactive significance. As shown in Figure 9, the 
presentation of the statues and sculptures was from an 

eye-level perspective. When reading the text and looking 
at the pictures, readers might feel closer to the “dams”, as 
if they were in Egypt.  

 

Figure	9.	An Eye-angle Image. Extracted from Unit 1, 
Compulsory II. 

In contrast, high-angle pictures enable readers to 
view the overall situation or the construction of things 
and events from a high vantage point, as in a map (see Fig-
ure 10, also see Figure 2).  

 

Figure	10.	A High-angle Image. Extracted from Unit 
4, Compulsory II. 

The last viewing angle is low, occupying 16%. An ex-
ample is shown in Figure 11, which depicts a graffiti wall 
in the San Francisco Mission District. The graffiti on the 
wall looks colorful and vibrant. The low-angle perspective 
of the image emphasizes the wall’s height and grandeur, 
making the graffiti appear more imposing in the scene. 
This visual approach aligns with the text, which describes 
the Mission District as a center of art and culture, specifi-
cally noting the influence of the “Mission	School”	art	move‐
ment. The low-angle shot highlights graffiti’s cultural sig-
nificance, giving viewers a sense of being there and 
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allowing them to experience the district’s lively atmos-
phere. This combination of visuals and text effectively 
shows the energy and creativity of the Mission District as 
an artistic center.  

 

Figure	11.	A Low-angle Image. Extracted from Unit 
3, Compulsory III. 

4.4.	Compositional	Meaning	

Compositional meanings are expressed through 
three aspects: salience, information value, and framing. 
According to Kress and van Leeuwen (2020), salience re-
fers to the extent to which an element in a picture attracts 
the viewer’s attention, based on its size and color inten-
sity. This is not an objective measure but depends on the 
visual principles that create diversity in the image. There-
fore, this study only involves analyzing the information 
value and the framing of compositional meaning. Given 
most individuals’ left-to-right, top-to-bottom reading hab-
its, Kress and van Leeuwen divide the page layout into two 
parts: top and bottom, left and right, which allows viewers 
to judge the information value of the pictures. In terms of 
information value, the distribution of pictures on the top 
conveys ideal information, on the bottom real infor-
mation, on the left known information, and on the right, 
new information (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2020). 

As shown in Table 9, among the images of infor-
mation value in textbooks, the left-right composition ac-
counted for 52%, the top-bottom composition for 44% in 

second place, and the center and margin had less infor-
mation. 

As shown in Figure 12, which is from Unit 3 of Com-
pulsory III. The image and texts are distributed on the left 
and right, creating a stark contrast and revealing opposing 
messages. Students were able to perceive the difference 
between the two images, which helped them better un-
derstand the text's structure and focus. However, this 
study shows that not all images in the left-right follow the 
pattern of constructing meaning from the known to the 
unknown, indicating that the explanation of the left-right 
structure in the visual grammar theory still needs further 
exploration.  

Figure 13 demonstrates another structure: the top-
bottom. The character at the top of the image is usually an 
important element of the text, and this image suggests 
that the text is mainly centered on the Tibetan antelope to 
develop the story. Students can glance briefly and deepen 
their understanding of the text’s main character. The title 
of this article is “A	Day	in	the	Clouds”. This combination of 
text and images at the top and bottom precisely responds 
to the content of this article, allowing students to immerse 
themselves in the idea that the top is the key animals, Ti-
betan antelopes, and the bottom is the background image 
of this article. 

Although the center-margin structure rarely appears 
in the three compulsory textbooks, the image in Unit 3 of 
Compulsory I remains a typical example (see Figure 14). 
It features colorful silhouettes of athletes in dynamic 
poses at the center, with a simple background. This use of 
center and margin in visual grammar positions the ath-
letes as the primary focus, immediately drawing the 
viewer’s attention. The vibrant colors and dynamic move-
ments of the athletes in the center highlight their im-
portance, while the plain background keeps the focus on 
them. The text below the image introduces Lang Ping and 
Michael Jordan as “Living	Legends” of Sport, aligning with 
the visual emphasis on athletes. The combination of the 
image and text reinforces the theme that these individuals 
are central figures in sports, known for their achieve-
ments and influence. This visual and textual pairing effec-
tively communicates the significance of the athletes, mak-
ing it clear to viewers why they are considered legends. 

Table	9.	Statistics of images of information value (IV). 

IV
Textbook	 	
Volume	

Left	and	Right	 Top	and	Bottom	 Center	and	Margin	 Total	

Compulsory I 3 5 1 9 
Compulsory II 1 6 0 7 
Compulsory III 9 0 0 9 

Total (%) 13 (52%) 11 (44%) 1 (4%) 25 (100%) 
 



Zhou, Y. et al.  Stud.	Appl.	Linguist.	Asia	2026,	1(1), 65–77 

https://doi.org/10.53941/sala.2026.100006  74 

 

Figure	 12.	 A Left-Right Image-Text Example. Ex-
tracted from Unit 3, Compulsory III. 

 

Figure	13.	A Top-Bottom Image-Text Example. Ex-
tracted from Unit 2, Compulsory II. 

Since the main components of the textbook are im-
ages and texts, the framing discussed here refers to the 
distinction between them, which is primarily realized 
through virtual and actual frame lines. As shown in Table 
10, the virtual framing line has a higher percentage (56%) 

than the actual segmentation line (44%). That is because 
using tangible frame lines to distinguish elements in im-
ages facilitates students’ better understanding of textual 
semantics, and textual illustrations are generally closely 
related to the text’s content. This effect is achieved 
through comparisons of color, size, and position, which fa-
cilitate students’ intuitive understanding of textual con-
tent.  

 

Figure	14.	An Example of Central-Margin Extracted 
from Unit 3, Compulsory I. 

As shown in Figure 15, calligraphy scrolls are used as 
borders to modify the image of calligraphy, creating a 
peaceful, elegant atmosphere, as if the students were in 
the presence of the artist, feeling the depth of calligraphy’s 
art. 

On the contrary, the use of weak framing also allows 
the viewer’s attention to focus on the content, or the im-
ages, such as antelopes themselves in the previous Figure 
13, as there are no strong borders or distractions. The an-
telopes are positioned dynamically, moving across the 
frame, creating a sense of freedom and a natural habitat. 
Weak framing scaffolds students' focus more on the story 
of protecting the antelopes’ habitat.  

Table	10.	Statistics on images of “Framing”. 

Framing
Textbook	 	
Volume	

Actual	Frame	Line	 Virtual	Dividing	Line	 Total	

Compulsory I 7 2 9 
Compulsory II 4 3 7 
Compulsory III 0 9 9 

Total 11(44%) 14 (56%) 25(100%) 
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Figure	15.	An Example of an Actual Frame Image. Ex-
tracted from Unit 5, Compulsory I. 

5.	Discussion	

The descriptive analysis of this study portrayed the 
interplay between linguistic and visual modalities in the 
PEP senior high school English textbooks. In response to 
RQ1, the analysis indicates that meaning-making is pre-
dominantly text-driven, with images primarily serving to 
reinforce or symbolize the presented information. This fo-
cus on text is not just a design choice; it also shows a 
deeper ideology about teaching. It implies that the com-
pilers still see language input as the primary way to learn, 
while visual elements serve primarily as scaffolding. Such 
a structure can be interpreted in two ways: on one hand, 
it may reinforce traditional logocentrism; on the other 
hand, given the reading-focused demands of high school 
English, it may represent a pragmatic strategy aligned 
with students’ immediate learning needs. 

In relation to RQ2, the analysis of representational, 
interactive, and compositional meanings shows that the 
images realize the meta-functions described in Visual 
Grammar but in a relatively conservative manner. Repre-
sentative meanings of these images in the selected text-
books are more symbolically displayed, meaning the im-
ages help situate students from abstract text to concrete 
scenarios that mirror the textual content. Narrative im-
ages appear less frequently, suggesting less use of visuals 
to convey storyline processes. Among these images, the 
interactive meanings between the image and the audience 
rely heavily on “offer” contact and mostly display imper-
sonal social distance. These design choices limited inter-
personal engagement and positioned images as infor-
mation generators rather than social interactors. Compo-
sitional designs further reinforce the subordinate role of 
visual "aides": text occupies central positions, while im-
ages are placed left-to-right or top-to-bottom, visually 

signaling their supportive functions. In combination, 
these meanings suggest a stable multimodal pattern in 
which images enhance but seldom contest the textual 
mode. 

The recent study by Qi (2024) highlights that the 
Yilin EFL series provides greater insight into textbook 
analysis. The Yilin series presents more engaging, direct 
visuals, such as cartoons and expressive images. In con-
trast, the current study reveals a more nuanced visual ap-
proach in the PEP series, emphasizing realistic, informa-
tive imagery. The graphics of the PEP series do not aim to 
captivate viewers' attention; instead, they facilitate read-
ing comprehension and are particularly focused on con-
veying the content's abstract or possibly unfamiliar mean-
ing. These trends demonstrate that Chinese EFL textbooks 
differ not only in the genres of images employed but also 
in their conceptualization of multimodal literacy. The PEP 
series appears to be based on the premise that multimo-
dality should clarify themes and concepts, whereas the 
Yilin series emphasizes emotional engagement and au-
thenticity across contexts. Incorporating this comparison 
into the discussion situates the current findings within the 
framework of existing multimodal research rather than 
distinguishing them from analogous studies. 

The results also add to the ongoing discussions in 
MDA and textbook design. The study empirically validates 
the enduring significance of SFL-based multimodal frame-
works in EFL curriculum research by illustrating that the 
meta-functional categories of visual grammar remain an-
alytically effective for newly revised textbooks. Addition-
ally, although previous work has investigated earlier ver-
sions of the PEP textbooks or concentrated on junior-sec-
ondary resources, analyses of the 2024 revised curricu-
lum materials remain scarce. The present study, there-
fore, offers an updated account of how multimodal princi-
ples are enacted after curriculum reform, particularly in 
relation to the new emphasis on “viewing” as a core lan-
guage skill. The limited multimodal design identified in 
the present research findings has prompted additional in-
quiry into the potential for future versions of EFL compul-
sory textbooks to adopt a more equal multimodal engage-
ment. 

Overall, this study’s results demonstrate that alt-
hough the PEP series textbooks’ image-text structures 
maintain coherence and pedagogical clarity, they may in-
adequately leverage the interactive and interpretive po-
tential of images themselves. A more profound integration 
of linguistic and visual modalities, surpassing a mere sup-
portive role, could enhance students’ analytical, interpre-
tative, and cross-cultural viewing competencies, which the 
new curriculum seeks to promote. Research on other in-
use textbook series could and would reveal a broader 
spectrum of image genres, explore diverse layout tech-
niques, or use graphics that encourage interpretation ra-
ther than solely depicting text to improve students’ multi-
modal literacy. These ideas index possible avenues for 
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future research on the construction of image-text mean-
ing in textbooks. 

6.	Pedagogical	Implications	

Although the present study focuses on describing 
how images and written text work together in the newly 
released compulsory English textbook, the findings also 
offer several insights for classroom pedagogical practices. 
One clear implication is that visual materials in the se-
lected textbooks are no longer merely decorative. Many of 
the images carry representational and compositional cues 
that help guide learners’ attention and frame the reading 
task. Teachers may therefore benefit from drawing stu-
dents’ attention to these visual choices, for instance, by 
encouraging them to discuss what information is high-
lighted, how objects or subjects are positioned in the im-
ages, or how images relate to the surrounding text. Such 
discussions can scaffold students' development of the 
“viewing” competence emphasised in the new curriculum 
standard. 

Another implication concerns the integration of 
reading and viewing. Since many images subtly prepare 
students for the themes and perspectives developed in the 
written passages, teachers can make fuller use of these re-
sources by designing pre-reading or prediction activities 
or tasks based on the visuals. This approach may assist 
students in entering the written passages with clearer ex-
pectations and start developing awareness of multimodal 
interpretation, which is increasingly essential for digital 
literacy in the contemporary era.  

Finally, the analysis suggests that not all visual ele-
ments fully realise the meanings outlined in the visual 
grammar framework. This offers space for teachers and 
textbook users to introduce supplementary tasks, such as 
comparing similar visual representations from new(s) 
media or online platforms, to help students understand al-
ternative means of structuring meaning visually. In this 
way, textbook images serve as a starting point for broader 
multimodal literacy rather than as the sole material stu-
dents rely on. 

7.	Limitations	

This study examines the multimodal discourse anal-
ysis of the “Reading	and	Thinking” section of the senior 
high school English textbooks. It does not cover other sec-
tions of these textbooks or compare multimodality usage 
across different textbooks due to space limitations. The 
multimodal discourse analysis of the other sections may 
also help teachers use the textbooks better. Additionally, 
analyzing differences in multimodal use across existing 
high school textbooks may help teachers select more suit-
able textbooks for high school students and enhance their 
comprehensive literacy; therefore, this type of research 
still needs more attention from scholars and teachers. 
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