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Abstract 

 

From the invention of the press and printing to this day and age posters remain to be an 

immensely popular mode of advertising in Sri Lanka. Even though the advancement of 

technology has resulted in new modes of advertising, posters are still the cheapest, easily 

accessible and most effective mode of advertising in contemporary Sri Lanka, especially 

in advertising private tuition classes. The current study focuses on posters that advertise 

spoken English classes in Sri Lanka. The main reason to choose posters advertising 

spoken English classes is that the teachers who design these posters often attempt to 

break away from the mainstream and employ new ideas, challenge current trends in 

order to compete with others in the field and attract more students which in turn has 

provided a wide array of posters designed using creative and innovative language and 

visuals. A multi-modal discourse analysis perspective, therefore, enabled this study to 

analyze not only the language and visuals but the ideologies behind using them as well. 

Thus, the aim of this project is to analyze the language, images and ideologies used in the 

posters advertising spoken English classes while commenting on its effectiveness as well 

as weaknesses. In the course of this project, images and photographs of 15 spoken 

English class posters, collected by both online and offline observation, were analyzed as 

primary data. The analysis of language, visuals and ideologies incorporated in posters 

advertising spoken English classes unearthed some significant techniques of persuasion 

practised in advertising discourse in Sri Lanka. With regard to language used in these 

posters, the adjectives, code-switching, sayings and precisely mentioned target 

population and purposes are able to create an impact at first sight and the second person 

pronoun ‘you’ make it individualized and personal. When considering the images of 

foreign students, teachers, celebrities and the significance given to British accent, it was 

clear that the motive of incorporating such was to attribute a foreignizing and 

fashionable trace to the class advertised. Furthermore, the ideologies communicated via 

these posters, affect the perceptions of people about Standard Sri Lankan English 

pronunciation, learning to speak a language and the like. This scenario also brought into 

perception the status of English in Sri Lanka and the nature of a particular target 

population who blindly attempts to grasp the language without any consideration toward 

the quality and credibility of the teaching or learning processes. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

With the advancement of technology, the field of advertising and marketing have taken diverse 

semblances in reaching the target populations both effectively and speedily. To name few, online 

advertising, digital advertising and tele-marketing have taken this whole business of advertising 

to a higher level in an unimaginable scale. The current situation being such, it is interesting to 

note that amongst the new modes of advertising, posters remain to be the cheapest, easily 

accessible and most effective mode of advertising in contemporary Sri Lanka, especially with 

regard to advertising private tuition classes. This study, therefore, is based on posters advertising 

spoken English classes which is a common phenomenon in both rural and urban Sri Lanka. 

 

According to Mr. Sunimal Fernando (2010), Advisor to the President and Convenor of the 

Presidential Task Force for English and IT, Sri Lanka has “as many as 3027 private tutories teach 

English among other subjects” but “Spoken English has never been their forte”. However, a 

considerable increase in Spoken English classes could be observed with the launch of ‘2009- The 

Year of English and Information Technology’. The focal reason to select posters advertising 

spoken English classes is that the teachers who design these posters often attempt to avert from 

the mainstream and amalgamate new ideas, challenge current trends with the purpose of 

competing with others in the field and attracting more students which in turn has provided a wide 

array of posters designed using imaginative and innovative language and visuals. A multi-modal 

discourse analysis perspective, therefore, enabled this study to analyze not only the language and 

visuals but the ideologies behind using them as well. Thus, the objective of this paper is to 

analyze the language, images and ideologies used in posters advertising spoken English classes 

while commenting on its effectiveness as well as weaknesses. At a time when English has a 

tremendously high demand and spoken English classes can be found in every street corner, a 

study of this nature sheds light on the standard and efficacy of the enterprise as well. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

In the contemporary world people compete, consciously or unconsciously, with each other for 

diverse purposes including education, recruitment and even survival. Competition can result due 

to scarcity or abundance. This influences advertising to function as a popular mechanism which 

facilitates the whole process. Moreover, one is unable to walk down a street, shop, watch 

television, go through the mail, read a news paper or take a train without encountering any kind 

of advertisement (Cook 2013). This review of the literature brings into focus the studies and 

research done on the subject of advertising discourse, which includes the language use, code-

mixing / code-switching, images and symbols. 

In his book “The Discourse of Advertising”, Guy Cook defines advertising as “the promotion of 

goods or services through sale through impersonal media” and categorizes posters as a mode of 

advertising (2013).  In Cook’s study of advertisements in Britain, he asserts that advertisements 

are representative of a particular discourse where language and symbols function to persuade, 

inform, misinform, amuse and warn people (5). In other words, what he implies is the fact that 

advertisements do not only sell products and services but make people buy products they do not 

want or need by influencing and changing their mindsets. As Cook points out, advertisers use a 

persuasive language rich with connotations, conjunctions, collocations and practice strategies 

such as the constant use of first and second person pronouns  and ellipsis  in order to attract the 
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viewer. Advertisements often practice a ‘parasite discourse’ since they borrow features of other 

discourses so much so that they are in danger of having an identity of their own (Cook 2013). 

Apart from the fact that advertisers use an influential and convincing language, momentous 

attention is paid to the language choice especially when addressing bilingual and multilingual 

communities. Azirah Hashim (2010), in his article “Englishes in Advertising” deals with 

language choice, code-switching and the role of English in Malaysian advertisements. “Language 

is used to capture the attention of the readers, listeners and persuade them to purchase a product”   

and in Malaysia, as Hashim describes, a high amount of code-switching and code-mixing is done 

in both standard and colloquial English since “English is widely used specially in urban areas”. In 

the same study, Hashim then explains how the inversion or use of Malay words in English 

advertisements can localize products and services by referring to Pizza Hut advertisements in 

Malaysia.  

In another research conducted on the Chinese print advertisements by Huang Guowen  (2008), 

she demonstrates how in recruitment advertisements code-switching to English is done with 

ulterior motives. She explains how the embedded English items are used to create a fashionable 

and ‘foreignizing’ flavour regarding the job opportunity and at the same time, how English is 

used with the intention of excluding the Chinese monolinguals from becoming potential 

employees. Accordingly, code-switching and code-mixing are strategically practiced by the 

advertisers not merely to attract the viewers, but to exclude them as well. As Guowen discovered 

by the study of recruitment advertisements, code-switching can possibly be used as a device of 

audience control or ‘audience design’.   

“The poster medium dictates that the advertisements communicate their message, within a matter 

of seconds, to an audience of busy passers-by. Consequently, the creative teams behind poster 

advertisements often use short, sometimes witty headlines with punchy, eye-catching visuals to 

‘shout’ a simple and undiluted message to their audience” (Barfoot et al. 2013). In their study of 

the poster advertisements used in London, the authors emphasize the importance of the 

effectiveness of the visual in attracting the audience by demonstrating a poster of a contraceptive 

pill company in which a worried pregnant man is staring at the viewer. Incorporating photographs 

of celebrities in advertisements is yet another imperative strategy used by the advertisers in order 

to draw the audience’s attention (Barfoot et al. 2013).  

Having examined European poster advertisements in which surrealist pictures such as 

disintegrated human bodies and women whose hair is replaced with cigarettes are incorporated, 

Paul Messaris (2013) asserts that it is a violation of reality which attracts the audience’s attention. 

However, beyond drawing the viewer’s attention, he mentions that visuals in poster 

advertisements provide food for thought and emotion since the images used are embedded with 

metaphorical underpinnings. Thus “the pictures in TV commercials, magazine ads, and other 

forms of advertising often convey meanings that cannot be expressed as well – or at all – through 

words or music” (Messaris 2013). 

Advertisements, according to Cook (2013), are “multi-modal as they can use pictures, music and 

language, either singly or in combination, as the medium permits”. In this light, when analyzing 

the discourse of advertisements, attention should be paid to its multimodality and thereby, 

conduct a multi-modal discourse analysis. “Multi-modal discourse analysis is an emerging 
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paradigm in discourse studies which extends the study of language per se to the study of language 

in combination with other resources such as images, scientific symbolism, gestures, action, music 

and sound” (O’Halloran 2011). Even though the multi-modal discourse analysis he presents is on 

an Australian television advertisement, O’Halloran illustrates the significance of taking into 

account not only the text, but also the context when analyzing the discourse of an advertisement.  

Being a category of advertisements, posters and their discourse should therefore be analyzed 

multi-modally. Although independent research has been conducted globally on the language use, 

code-switching/mixing and the usage of visuals in advertisements, not much research is done 

locally on poster advertisements in a multi-modal discourse analysis perspective. This scenario 

brings into perception the current research, which is a multi-modal discourse analysis of posters 

advertising spoken English classes in Sri Lanka. The abundance of Spoken English classes and 

the demanding need to converse in English in current Sri Lankan society has resulted in a 

competition among teachers to promote themselves over each other in the service market. Since 

the only way to promote themselves is via advertising, it is worthwhile to explore the manner in 

which language and visuals are strategically and innovatively arranged in posters to attract the 

target market. 

3. METHODOLOGY 

In the course of this study, images and photographs of spoken English class posters, collected by 

both online and offline observation, are analyzed as primary data. A total of 15 posters were 

gathered from Colombo and Gampaha
1
 districts as well as online. Some of the posters collected 

online could also be located in certain areas, nevertheless for the requirement of image quality the 

online versions are attached in the appendix. The number of posters being limited to 15 and the 

inability to cover posters in rural areas which target a different population were the limitations 

pertained to the research due to constraints of time and space. Furthermore, the short life span of 

posters was also a difficulty faced in the process of data collection since it restricted the 

accessibility of certain posters overnight. 

4. FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

4.1 Language  

Many posters capture the reader’s attention by captivating and strategic use of language and the 

posters advertising spoken English classes are no exception. Since not all the posters include 

visuals, the role played by language in the persuasion process deserves special attention. All these 

posters target a bilingual audience and therefore some use English or Sinhala while some are 

code-switched in both languages. Use of English is mostly because the posters advertise spoken 

English classes and the use of Sinhala in advertising spoken English classes can be possibly 

because the target audience is a group of people who are not quite fluent but willing to be fluent 

in English . Certain posters are written in English and code-switched to Sinhala in order to draw 

attention to the code-switched phrase, i.e. in one poster (figure 01) to highlight the fact that the 

medium of instruction is English and in the other poster (figure 2) to convey that the course is 

catering the needs and level of fluency of the students. Sinhala being the first language of the 

                                                           
1
 Colombo and Gampaha are quite urban districts in Sri Lanka 
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majority of the target population, the strategic use of Sinhala does create a closeness, familiarity 

or a sense of belonging between the teacher and the potential student as well. 

     

  Figure 1      Figure 2 

Another remarkable feature which deserves attention is the adjectives used to describe the 

course, teaching methods, teachers involved in the process. As mentioned in the poster appearing 

as figure 3, it is not merely spoken English which is taught but ‘International Spoken English’ 

and it claims to be a ‘lovely support of English studies’ and ‘Authentic and Heartfelt teaching’. In 

another instance (figure 11), it is ‘Confident English’ which is taught and one might probably 

choose to attend a ‘confident English class’ rather than attending an ordinary spoken English 

class. Furthermore, the poster presented in figure 4 claims the class to be a ‘unique’ course in 

English taught by ‘specialized’ teachers for the students to become ‘outstanding’. Normally a 

person does not have more than four seconds to read a poster while they are passing by and in 

such moments it is the highlighted words or adjectives as above which draw their attention and 

decide whether they are reading it further or not. Thus, adjectives play an important role in 

making the language persuasive. 

  

  Figure 3      Figure 4 

When considering the posters in the sample, some of it uses questions to draw the attention of the 

reader. Questions such as, ‘Is English stopping you from getting your dream job?’ (figure1) and 

‘Is English a barrier to your success?’(figure 2) all pose questions from the reader and most 
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importantly, they use the second person pronoun ‘you’ in order to address the reader personally. 

As a result the readers identify themselves with it and are put in a rhetorical situation in which 

their attempts to find an answer can lead to take the particular class. 

The use of captivating phrases and sayings is also an articulation of persuasive language use. 

Sayings and phrases such as ‘Dreams only come true when the dreamer takes action’ (figure 5), 

‘get set to conquer your dreams’ (figure 10), ‘the future of tomorrow’ (figure 6) appeal to the 

reader because the sense of truism and realism attached to such phrases make those more 

believable. 

   

  Figure 5      Figure 6 

The names of kid’s reality shows such as ‘Poddanta Puluwan
2
’ (figure 7) are mainly used to 

attract the audience because of its popularity. Since this particular reality show provided a 

platform to demonstrate and develop hidden talents of children, the use of its name is 

strategically chosen to embody the concept as well. 

      

Figure 7     Figure 8 

                                                           
2
 ‘Poddanta Puluwan’ (Kids are capabale) is a reality show for children which provides a stage for talented children, 

both urban and rural, to showcase heir hidden talents in singing, dancing and music. It gained immense popularity in 

Sri Lanka in the recent past. 
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 Another striking feature of the posters was that many of it has narrowed down their target 

population and specified the objectives. Certain posters call for ‘moms’ and ‘housewives’ to learn 

English for parents-teachers meetings (figure 5) while some address doctors, nurses, lecturers, 

educated housewives, educated businessmen and executives (figure 8). Choosing the most 

suitable class according to one’s profession assures people its productivity since the course 

content is well targeted. Apart from that, ellipsis, another strategic use of language, is practiced 

especially with regard to teacher qualifications. Out of the 15 posters, 13 posters do not mention 

the academic qualifications of the teachers and the rest mention it vaguely as in ‘Cambridge 

Certified UK’ (Figure 9). 

     

     Figure 9 

4.2 Visuals 

It is impossible to talk of spoken English class posters without mentioning essential role played 

by its images in attracting people. What comes as surprising is the fact that even though the target 

population of these posters as well as the classes is local people, every single image used is either 

of some foreign students or girls (figures 1,4,6,10,11) . One might, therefore, wonder how this 

works on the local target population. On one hand, those images depict whom the target 

population, at least some of them, aspires to look alike and talk alike. That is, to look and talk like 

a foreigner. On the other hand, the notion that most of the Sri Lankans associate ‘Englishness’ 

and ‘foreignness’ as mutually exclusive and thereby attribute a certain ‘foreignness’ to spoken 

English classes is also a fact which contributes in persuading the target population to join a class. 

Thus, apart from the language, images of this nature too add a ‘fashionable and foreignizing 

flavour’ (Guowen 2013) to spoken English classes. 
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  Figure 10      Figure 11 

As used for any other marketing process, celebrities are a common phenomenon in the 

posters advertising spoken English classes as well. What is interesting is that the teachers or the 

designers of these posters tactically use the latest and popular celebrities of the time. In one 

poster (figure 3) the main actors of ‘The Twilight Saga’ are incorporated since the majority of the 

young crowed is fanatically obsessed with them. Another poster (figure 12) uses a photograph of 

a character called ‘Changumi
3
’ which appears in a famous Korean television series telecast in Sri 

Lanka very recently and also one which engrossed the younger generation, especially girls. 

Therefore, by employing images of this nature, the classes or teachers attempt to benefit from its 

popularity and give the idea that their class is up-to-date and aware of the pop culture which in 

turn attract a particular group of people (mostly teenagers) who blindly and frantically follows 

whatever is to do with the popular culture. Furthermore, the latest trend of the tuition class 

market, inserting a photograph of the teacher, possibly the best capture and mostly 

‘photoshopped’, is practiced in spoken English class posters as well (figures 1,12,13). Though it 

is problematic to decide with what intentions they do it, one could possibly assume that it is to 

display their personality or their intellect, especially when surrounded by an assortment of 

English books (figure 12). 

 

                                                           
3
 This particular character ‘Changumi’ appeared in the Korean television series called ‘Abeetha Diyani’ (Brave 

Daughter) won the hearts of the majority of Sri Lankans in general and teenagers in particular. Young girls were so 

much obsessed in this character so that bags, t-shirts, file covers etc. with a picture of this character were  immensely 

marketable.  
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 Figure 12      Figure 13 

4.3 Ideologies 

Some of the posters use the word ‘confidence’ in different forms as in, ‘Confident English’ 

(figure 11), ‘Improve your spoken English with confidence’ (figure 5) and ‘Join with us and learn 

to speak clearly and confidently in English’ (figure 2). A possible reason to pay special attention 

to speak English with confidence can be the importance given for learning to ‘speak in English  

with confidence’  as a parameter for communicating in English subscribed by the Presidential 

Initiative (2009) to promote ‘English as a Life Skill’ (Fernando 2010). Apart from that it also 

draws a positive picture of the course and its final product which assures confident speech. 

Another fact which deserves attention is the significance given to the British accent. Interestingly, 

not only the accent but any connection to Britain or any other foreign country is also a marketable 

factor for the local target population. While one class is named as ‘British English Academy’ 

(figure 14 ), one promises training to ‘speak in a proper British accent’ by a teacher who studied 

in England for a long time (figure 9) and another mentions teaching experience in Maldives 

(figure 13). In fact, one poster mentions that the teacher is capable of making you speak like a 

foreigner (translated) (figure 15). Thus, the aforementioned ‘foreignizing flavour’ is added by 

these concepts and it further proves Dinali Fernando’s (2010) assertion that “[t]his is 

unfortunately true of our country, where some uninformed people revere RP, holding up the 

former as the correct model for speech, and looking down upon the Standard Sri Lankan English 

accent”. 
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  Figure 14     Figure 15 

The brevity of the course duration, highlighted in many of the posters, is another area addressed 

by the teachers in the persuasion process. Just as every other service, be it cooking, driving, 

dancing or sewing, people prefer instantaneous results from learning as well. Similarly, spoken 

English classes too cater the need of the target population by shortening the course duration and 

thereby enabling rapid results as it can be observed in some of the posters in the sample which 

mention “speak English fluently in 60 hrs’ (figure 10), ‘complete change by 2 month’ (figure 8) 

and assures the student to be a fluent speaker of English in 4 months. This became popular and 

famous among teachers as well as students especially after the Presidential Initiative introduced 

the “Indian Model” of teaching spoken English in 160 hours. However, Fernando (2010), 

commenting on the existing 100 hour spoken English courses, mentions that of these “courses we 

see advertised on bill boards and newspapers, a few are known to be quite good, some not so bad 

and some are just a disaster”. That idea is further proved by the amount of grammar and spelling 

mistakes which can be observed in these posters. Spelling mistakes such as ‘experience teachers’ 

(figure 6) and other mistakes such as ‘complete change by 2 month’ (figure 8) and ‘join with us’ 

(figure 2) are signs of them being ‘just a disaster’! 

5. CONCLUSION 

The analysis of language, visuals and ideologies incorporated in posters advertising spoken 

English classes have unearthed some significant techniques of persuasion practised in advertising 

discourse. With regard to language used in these posters, the adjectives, code-switching, sayings 

and precisely mentioned target population and purposes are able to create an impact at first sight 

and the second person pronoun ‘you’ make it individualized and personal. When considering the 

images of foreign students, teachers, celebrities and the significance given to British accent, it is 

clear that the motive of incorporating such is to attribute a foreignizing and fashionable trace to 

the class advertised. Furthermore, the ideologies communicated via these posters, affect the 

perceptions of people about Standard Sri Lankan English pronunciation, learning to speak a 

language and the like. This scenario also brings into perception the status of English in Sri Lanka 

and the nature of a particular target population who blindly attempts to grasp the language 

without any consideration toward the quality and credibility of the teaching or learning processes. 

Thus, it could be stated that the need of the hour is obviously a thorough awareness about what 

spoken English is and how it can be effectively taught. 
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