ASIAN 210: Linguistic Landscapes of Asian American Communities in NYC
Assignment description
What is an ethnic enclave? This is the central question that drives your linguistic landscape project. Using
the methods described by Professor Paul McPherron, your group will examine the public signage (store
signs, flyers on lamp posts, and graffiti) of an Asian American neighborhood. Remember to take plenty of
pictures so that you can refer to during your group discussions and for your presentations.
Each group will have 15-20 minutes to present on their findings. Your presentation should describe your
visit to the neighborhood and unexpected challenges in data collection/analysis. Most importantly, your
group needs to demonstrate how ethnic identity is expressed as well as challenged in the linguistic
landscape of the community. You will also be graded on articulating your ideas in a concise and
compelling manner.
Procedure
Review the “New York City Council Districts and Asian American Communities” for an overview of the
Asian American population in NYC. https://www.aafederation.org/wpcontent/uploads/2020/12/2018citycouncilbrief.pdf
Select one of the five largest ethnic groups (Chinese, Indians, Koreans, Filipinos, and Bangladeshis) to be
the focus of your linguistic landscape project. Review the census data for your ethnic group:
https://www.aafederation.org/ethnic-profiles/
Identify the neighborhood you plan to visit. Drawing from the census data and tools that Professor John
Pell showed you, please write what you expect to see when you visit the ethnic enclave (i.e. I expect
Chinatown to have English and Chinese signage due to gentrification). Do this before the you visit the
neighborhood. Reexamine these expectations after your visit.

Commented [MOU1]: Having a research question to guide
the project is important. Since this was an introductory
course in Asian American Studies and for the sake of time, I
gave students the research question.
Commented [MOU2]: The idea of linguistic landscapes
(LL) is new for most students. I asked students to read
Sayer’s (2010) “Using the linguistic landscape as a
pedagogical resource” to learn useful and related taxonomies
for analyzing the language of the signs they collected,
including the communicative functions of signs as well as
the social meanings, purpose, and intended audiences of the
signs (see below).
•Informative/Informational- primarily conveying
information
•Iconic/Symbolic- reproduction of corporate signs or
phrases or other culturally significant images
•Innovative/Transliteration- novel forms of language
•Purpose
•Audience
•Social meaning
Professor McPherron came in as a guest speaker to present
on these communicative functions. He also did a class
activity where he had students practice identifying the
communicative functions and discuss a bill that would
require all store signs in NYC to be 60% in English, and
English must be the predominant language (in size). His
presentation encouraged students to think about who has
power to create the signs, who the intended audience is, and
how difference is reinforced and commodified in the
linguistic landscape.
Commented [MOU3]: This assignment can be scaled down
to an individual project. Similarly, it can be scaled up if you
ask students to interview community members who live,
work, or visit the neighborhoods.
Commented [MOU4]: After students read an overview
about Asian American communities in NYC, they had to
select one of the five largest ethnic group to focus on. The
reason for this is that ethnic enclaves usually don’t develop
when the population of a specific ethnic group is too low.
Commented [MOU5]: Hunter faculty can request library
workshops. Professor John Pell created this one based on the
learning goals for this assignment. The library session was
an opportunity for students to learn another set of research
skills. The mapping and census tools helped students
visualize the demographics, businesses, parks, schools, and
other government institutions located inside the enclave.
Afterwards, they were more able to articulate their
expectations and come up with a detail plan for visiting the
neighborhood.
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A street scene
in Shantou,
China

Personal photo, McPherron ©2007

§ “It is the attention to language in the environment,
words and images displayed and exposed in public
spaces, that is the center of attention in this rapidly
growing area referred to as linguistic landscape (LL).”
(Shohamy & Gorter, 2009, p.1)

What is the
linguistic
landscape?

§ The language of public road signs, advertising

What makes up a
linguistic
landscape?

billboards, street names, place names, commercial
shop signs, and public signs on government buildings
combines to form the linguistic landscape of a given
territory, region, or urban agglomeration. (Landry &
Bourhis, 1997, p. 25)

• Informative/Informational

How can we analyze
the linguistic
landscape?:
Communicative
Functions

• Iconic/Symbolic
• Innovative/Transliteration
Sayer, P. (2010). Using the linguistic landscape as a pedagogical resource.
Chan, V. (2018). The linguistic landscape of a Cambodia Town in Lowell Massachusetts.

Informative/Infor
mational:
Important
features in the
environment

Iconic/Symbolic:
Objects or concepts
of cultural
significance

Innovative/Translite
ration: New and
interesting ways to
use language

Research Questions:

§ What languages are used in the signs in Cambodia Town
in Lowell, MA?

How can we
analyze the
linguistic
landscape?

§ What are the functions of Khmer (Cambodian) in the
signs?

§ To what degree does transliteration occur between
Khmer and English in the signs?

Chan, V. (2018). The linguistic landscape of a Cambodia Town in Lowell Massachusetts.

What languages are
used in the signs in
Cambodia Town in
Lowell, MA?

What are the
functions of Khmer
(Cambodian) in the
signs?

To what degree
does transliteration
occur between
Khmer and English
in the signs?

• Purpose: Why are the words/phrases being presented in
this way & in this place?

How can we
analyze the
linguistic
landscape?

• Audience: To whom is the message being addressed?
(intra- or inter-cultural?)

• Social meaning: What does the language say about the
social status or identity of the audience or the place
where the sign appears?

Sayer, P. (2010). Using the linguistic landscape as a pedagogical resource.

Analyze your given signs according to the following questions:

§ What languages are used in the signs? Is one language dominant or are
they balanced? To what degree does transliteration or translation occur
(if you can determine)?

§ What parts of the sign are informative/informational, iconic/symbolic,
innovative, or a combination of multiple functions? Why?

With partners:

§ To whom is the sign addressed? (intra- or inter-cultural?) Explain your
answer.

§ What does the language and symbols on the signs say about the social
status or identity of the audience, languages, and place?

§ Why are the words/phrases being presented in this way & in this place?

Chinese Restaurant:
Berkeley, California
(University Avenue)

http://www.berkeleyside.com/2013/04/17/whats-in-a-name-reading-berkeleys-bilingual-signs/

Computer repair
shop in Mexico
City

Sayer, P. (2010). Using the linguistic landscape as a pedagogical resource.

Chinese
Restaurant: San
Francisco
(Chinatown)

http://www.yelp.com/biz_photos/a-1-restaurant-sanfrancisco?select=i0Gkmv1I6_kIAy7HQ2qFxg

Stores in
Chinatowns in
New York and
Washington D.C.
Lou, J. (2012). Chinatown in Washington, DC: The bilingual
landscape.

Sign on a San
Francisco street
car (tram)

http://languagelog.ldc.upenn.edu/nll/?p=20127

§ The study of linguistic landscapes helps us to:
o “question how and why people use language differently
according to different social identities or purposes.” (Sayer,
2010, p. 153)

Why is studying
the linguistic
landscape
interesting?

o “understand the rapidly-changing urban landscapes, and the
increasingly multilingual worlds, in which we live or we
experience through travel.” (Bolton, 2012, p. 32)

o “For Cambodian-Americans who are trying to teach their
children Khmer language at home or through after-school
Khmer heritage language program, these signs may be a
good additional source for exposure to the heritage
language.” (Chan, 2018, p. 19)

o analyze the politics involved in our public spaces.

Why study LL?:
Analyze political
and cultural issues
through public
spaces
http://www.theprovince.com/life/Chinese+signs+questioned+West+Vancouver/100
30052/story.html

Debate about
signs in Queens,
New York

Proposed: All store signs in NYC must be 60% in English, and
English must be the predominant language (in size).

§ https://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/02/nyregion/queenscouncilman-wants-english-to-dominate-store-signs.html

§ https://blog.oup.com/2011/07/english-signs/
§ https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/queens/signsflushing-aren-english-article-1.241818

§ “This is America, no? If I go to a Polish
neighborhood and only see Polish signs, I would
not be comfortable. New York is a city of
immigrants, and English is a way for different
ethnic groups to communicate.”

Peter Koo, ChineseAmerican member
of the City Council

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/02/nyregion/queens-councilman-wants-english-to-dominate-storesigns.html?_r=0

§ “Why should the English be bigger
when this is an Asian town? If that
happens, Queens will stop being
Queens.”

Timothy Chuang, owner
ofTung RenTang, an
herbal remedy shop

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/02/nyregion/queens-councilman-wants-english-to-dominatestore-signs.html?_r=0

§ “It is nice to be exposed to a foreign culture, but I wish
there were signs in English so I could understand what’s
on offer there.”

David Kulick,
longtime Queens
resident and
president of a local
civic group
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/02/nyregion/queens-councilman-wants-english-to-dominate-storesigns.html?_r=0

§ “Trying to justify this as a public safety issue is
hogwash. The real premise behind the sign law is that
some people are longing for the good old days.”

John C. Liu,
former city
comptroller of
NYC.
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/02/nyregion/queens-councilman-wants-english-to-dominate-storesigns.html?_r=0

§ Proposed: All store signs in NYC must be 60% in English,
and English must be the predominant language (in size).

§ With your partners, discuss your feelings about the
proposal using the phrases used in a discussion handout:

Discussion of
NYC Proposal

§ Do you agree or disagree with the proposal?
§ Do you agree or disagree with any of the quotes from local
residents?

§ Do you think requiring more English on business signs will
help local businesses? Will the signs bring people
together from different languages and backgrounds?

§ Are there any alternative proposals instead of requiring
English on all of the signs?

§ Kasanga, L. A. (2012). Mapping the linguistic landscape
of a commercial neighborhood in Central Phnom Penh.
Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development,
33(6), 553-567.

§ Landry, R., & Bourhis, R. Y. (1997). Linguistic landscape
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