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Chapter 1
Engaging the City: Language,  
Space, and Identity in  
Urban Environments

Stéphane Charitos, Columbia University
Nelleke Van Deusen-Scholl, Yale University

Introduction
For many students, engaging with the world outside the classroom means con-
necting with an increasingly urban, multicultural, and multilingual environment. 
While in 1800, less than 2% of the world’s population lived in citiesl, the United 
Nations is projecting that at the current rate of urbanization, two-thirds of all 
people on the planet will be living in urban centers or clusters by 2050 (United 
Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2014). As a consequence, 
not only will cities become the principal prism through which one can achieve an 
understanding of modern life, but they could also potentially displace the nation-
state as both the essential spatial unit for the organization of territory and the 
critical container of social processes (Sassen, 2006).

This fact notwithstanding, the city has always been, and will always be, one 
of the principal spaces where various groups, communities, and individuals nego-
tiate and embed their identities. Consequently, investigating the history and pat-
terns of cultural contact between the various populations living within a city’s 
boundaries can prove to be an extraordinarily revealing lens for investigating 
social and cultural history in a broad range of urban contexts. By the same token, 
because urban spaces are also a place where culture and language coexist, the city 
can be the crucial arena for asking questions about language practices as well 
as the appropriate place where one can examine how the evolving types of inter-
actions between space and language might fundamentally inflect a city’s history. 
Unfortunately, and despite the fact that place and language are vital components, 
in any attempt to understand how city dwellers construct their identities, these 
two factors are often studied in isolation, if only because their interaction, espe-
cially within the context of modern urban cosmopolitanism, tends to be extremely 
complex and confusing to capture.
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16� Stéphane Charitos and Nelleke Van Deusen-Scholl

Cities have always been loci of heterogeneity. Already in his Poetics, 
Aristotle argued that cities could not be brought into existence by similar 
people. The city, as imagined by the Greek philosopher, could only be the cre-
ation of different kinds of people who come together to establish a community 
where they can live in common. And in fact, the profile of today’s modern cities 
can best be described as one characterized by superdiversity and sociolinguistic 
complexity—that is, dense forms of social, cultural, and economic diversity 
that are found in multilingual and multicultural contexts (Blommaert, 2013a, 
2013b; Blommaert & Rampton, 2011). Originally rooted in local specificities, 
cities have nowadays largely outgrown any purported one-to-one correlation 
between a people and a language. Instead, cities act as magnets that concentrate 
the diversity that results from increased factual and virtual mobility. The con-
sequence of such intermingling of a multiplicity of ethnicities and cultures in a 
shared geographic space is that cities have become pivotal sites where one can 
readily encounter languages other than the local or official language(s). This 
in turn has led to a profound recasting of contemporary forms of cosmopolitan 
urbanism and irrevocably altered the profile of most modern urban landscapes 
in the process.

If the city has become the primary space where one can engage with multilin-
gualism and the testing ground where one can study the shifting linguistic profile 
of modern urban landscapes, then asking relevant questions about the nature of 
the multilingual city can enhance our understanding of the ways language inhab-
its city spaces. Consequently, developing projects that directly engage with the 
multilingual richness of the city as a space of productive diversity can help us 
better understand how life in highly multilingual cities offers a broad choice of 
identities to those who live within their boundaries (cf. Block, 2008).

These developments have had profound implications for education in general 
and language education in particular. One of the driving forces impelling substan-
tial changes in both pedagogical goals and instructional approaches (cf. Kramsch, 
2017) is a heightened awareness of the current complex plurilingual and pluri-
cultural contexts in which language learning takes place, since it affects both the 
ways in which learners construct relationships to each other inside and outside 
the classroom (e.g., in local communities, in study abroad programs, in the work-
place) and influences the multiple ways by which they narrate and express these 
shifting relationships (cf. Norton, 2013).

If traditional language learning took place inside the classroom, new instruc-
tional models are emerging that encourage language learners to use their lan-
guage resources for authentic communicative purposes outside the formal 
classroom through inquiry-based and collaborative projects in which they engage 
purposefully with the surrounding communities (cf. Benson & Reinders, 2011; 
Nunan & Richards, 2015). In this chapter, we focus specifically on the city as a 
rich resource for such intellectual engagement and cultural discovery.
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Conceptual and Theoretical Framework
Over the past several decades, we have witnessed a pronounced shift in emphasis 
in language pedagogy away from a curriculum that, almost exclusively, stressed 
linguistic competencies toward one that includes transcultural competence and 
encourages learners to reflect critically while engaging creatively with their 
immediate environment. As a result, new pedagogical approaches have encour-
aged the use of more authentic language on the part of the L2 learner through 
the advocacy of real-world tasks. In this section, we briefly outline three major 
“turns” that have impacted this shift, and we discuss their implications for a more 
socially engaged pedagogy in an urban, multilingual environment: the social turn 
(cf. Block, 2003); the spatial turn (cf. Gunderson, 2014; Soja, 2003); and the bi/
multi/plural turn (cf. Kramsch, 2017; Kubota, 2016; May, 2014a, 2014b; Ortega, 
2010, 2011, 2013, 2014).

The Social Turn
In the mid-1990s, the so-called social turn in applied linguistics (cf. Block, 2003; 
Ortega, 2011) challenged the prevailing cognitivist and psycholinguistic orien-
tations in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) theories and advocated for more 
socially oriented approaches to L2 learning. Social interaction and sociocultural 
context became central across a number of theoretical approaches, such as socio-
cultural theory based on Vygotsky’s work in cultural historical psychology (e.g., 
Lantolf & Thorne, 2007; Ohta, 2017), research on identity (Norton, 2013), and 
recent work on language socialization (e.g., Duff, 2007; Duff & May, 2017). This, 
then, represents a fundamental shift that asserts that “the social environment is 
not the context for, but rather the source of, mental development” (Swain & Deters, 
2007, p. 821). This reconceptualization of SLA has raised a number of significant 
implications for foreign and second language education (cf. Firth & Wagner, 1997, 
2007) and has had a major impact on current pedagogical practices, which must 
now “take into consideration both the broader social and cultural context in which 
languages are learned and the multiple goals and purposes of language education 
within a plurilingual and pluricultural environment” (Kramsch, 2014, 2017).

The Spatial Turn
A second, more recent shift is the so-called spatial turn, a term introduced in the 
mid-1990s by the human geographer Edward W. Soja. Drawing largely upon the 
seminal work of Henri Lefebvre (1991), Soja (2003) challenged traditional notions 
of space across a range of disciplines, arguing that for too long, research had dealt 
exclusively with time while neglecting its link with spatiality. Since Soja’s critical 
reevaluation, space can no longer be viewed as an empty container or as a static, 
inert backdrop to history. Rather, it must be regarded as a dynamic and relational 
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18� Stéphane Charitos and Nelleke Van Deusen-Scholl

arena that shapes, and is in turn shaped by, ideas, beliefs, principles, and values 
derived from every facet of social and cultural life.

While this new interest in issues of space and spatiality has mostly affected 
the social sciences and the field of cultural studies (Bodenhamer, 2007, 2010), it 
has not gone unnoticed in other disciplines. For instance, a number of studies and 
approaches in applied linguistics have explored the interrelationship between lan-
guage and spatial practices from different perspectives (Johnstone, 2010). Scollon 
and Scollon (2003), for one, draw on both semiotic theory and multimodal 
discourse analysis, to conceptualize and introduce the notion of geosemiotics 
in order to explore how language is materially placed in the world. Pennycook 
(2010), for another, draws inspiration from Lefebvre to offer new ways of thinking 
about language as a complex and dynamic social practice that organizes space and 
gives meaning to it rather than considering it to be an entity that exists abstractly 
in particular spaces and at particular times.

The study of linguistic landscapes1 (LL) is another relatively new addition to 
the recent field of studies within applied linguistic research that have an interest 
with issues of spatiality. LL studies attempt to shift the focus of sociolinguistics from 
speakers to spaces in general and to urban spaces in particular. LL—as the material 
manifestation of language—analyze language in public space in order to examine 
the context(s) in which language is found and used as a way of understanding “cul-
tural, social, political and economic circumstances” (Ben-Rafael, Shohamy, & Barni, 
2010, p. xi). In essence, LL endeavor to explain how linguistic signs in the built 
environment interweave with lived experiences to construct a sense of spatiality and 
produce social hierarchies (cf. Hélot, Barni, & Janssens, 2012; Hult, 2014). From this 
point of view, an in-depth understanding of how cities are fashioned necessitates a 
thorough analysis of how urban spaces are imbued with meaning as well as a rigorous 
examination of how they acquire symbolical meaning through the deployment of 
linguistic signs (e.g., Ben-Rafael, Shohamy, Hasan Amara, & Trumper-Hecht, 2006; 
Pennycook & Otsuji, 2015; Shohamy, Ben-Rafael, & Barni, 2010).

LL, as an integral element of urban landscapes, can therefore serve either as a 
lens to historically chart the various ways in which diversity organizes itself in rapidly 

1 The early and canonical definition of linguistic landscapes proposed by Landry and Bourhis (1997) 
states that “[t]he language of public road signs, advertising 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” (p. 25). This has been updated and 
expanded by Cenoz and Gorter (2008) to more broadly define linguistic landscapes as language (spo-
ken, written, visual) and other semiotic systems in public spaces—that is, “authentic, contextualized 
input which is part of the social context” (p. 274). The literature on the emerging field of linguistic 
landscapes as well as the related field of semiotic landscapes is rapidly becoming extensive (see 
also, for instance, Backhaus, 2007; Barni & Extra, 2008; Blackwood, Lanza, & Woldemariam, 2016; 
Blommaert, 2016; Gorter, 2006, 2013; Gorter & Cenoz, 2015; Hancock, 2012; Ivkovic & Lotherington, 
2009; Jaworski & Thurlow, 2010a, 2010b; Nash, 2016; Rowland, 2013; Shohamy & Gorter, 2008; 
Stroud & Jegels, 2014).
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globalizing urban environments or as a methodology that can help us better under-
stand the linguistic dimension of contemporary globalization. As historical lenses 
documenting the complex histories of a particular place, LL can offer a compelling 
method of accounting for the complexity of superdiverse sociolinguistic environ-
ments from an ethnographic perspective (Blommaert, 2013). As a methodology, par-
ticularly within language education, LL can be productively explored as a conceptual 
framework and a pedagogical resource supporting language and literacy learning 
(cf. Cenoz & Gorter, 2008; Chesnut, Lee, & Schulte, 2013; Gorter & Cenoz, 2004; 
Hancock, 2012; Malinowski, 2009, 2010; Moore, 2008; Rowland, 2013; Sayer, 2009).

The Bi/Multi/Plural Turn
A final major shift in research emphasis in applied linguistics and sociolinguistics 
is the multilingual turn, a concept which was first introduced by Ortega (2010). 
This shift has run parallel to the growing interest in the phenomenon of lin-
guistic superdiversity from across a variety of disciplines (see Blommaert, 2013; 
Blommaert & Rampton, 2011, discussed earlier). As May (2014b, p. 1) notes, “. . . 
the increasing focus on superdiverse linguistic contexts is welcome. It has usefully 
foregrounded multilingualism, rather than monolingualism, as the new norm of 
applied linguistic and sociolinguistic analysis.” Ortega (2013) argues for a refram-
ing of SLA to harness “the unique benefits of studying bi/multilingualism and late 
learning, all while making transdisciplinary connections of relevance” (p. 16). 
Kubota (2016), however, offers a critical perspective on what she terms the “multi/
plural turn” in applied linguistics. She urges for a critical reflection on the broader 
discourses and ideologies of postcolonialism, poststructuralism, and neoliberalism 
within which the notion of plurilingualism is embedded and cautions that more 
attention should be paid “to the systems of power that produce racial, economic, 
and other inequalities related to plural and hybrid linguistic practices” (p. 491).

All three of these “turns” have opened new research perspectives, which have 
in turn influenced contemporary pedagogical practices in language education 
and have contributed to the introduction of more socially engaged and commu-
nity-based learner activities that connect the classroom with the real world. In the 
next section, we will first discuss the broader move toward more social pedagogies 
across a variety of disciplines and then address the specific implications of social 
pedagogies for language education in an urban context.

Pedagogical Framework: Social Pedagogies  
and the Language Classroom
Over the past decade, rapid advances in communication and mobile technologies 
have permeated every aspect of our daily lives. These advances have also high-
lighted the social dimension of what it means to access and share knowledge in a 
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highly networked culture and have focused our attention on how the “social life 
of information” (Brown & Duguid, 2000) can have significant implications on our 
appreciation of the social dimension of learning. Having reinforced our under-
standing of education as a socially situated collaborative process (Dewey, 1963; 
Vygotsky, 1978), they should also help us recast our understanding of how learn-
ing approaches based on social pedagogies can and should be designed and inte-
grated in today’s formal educational context.

Broadly speaking, social pedagogies are educational approaches that endeavor 
to establish a relationship between individual learning and the sociocultural con-
text in which that learning takes place. Social pedagogies seek to make learning 
more visible and more effective by connecting authentic tasks to the overall learn-
ing processes and inscribing learning within the broader social context. They do so 
by striving to both establish and support communities of intellectual engagement 
within the classroom and connect students to communities outside the classroom.

Drawing insights from the work of Randy Bass and Heidi Elmendorf (2010, 
2011), social pedagogies are design approaches that seek to provide students with 
the tools and the opportunities needed to engage and interact with authentic audi-
ences (i.e., anyone other than the formal classroom instructor) in iterative cycles 
of engagement. As students move through a cycle of discovery, exploration, and 
engagement with a set of disciplinary concepts, they begin to establish a personal 
relation to knowledge in the context of audience and community. Social peda-
gogies thus allow students to position themselves as actors who experience how 
“acts of communication and representation connect authentic tasks to learning 
processes, learning process to adaptive practices, practices to learning environ-
ments and intellectual communities, and how the constellation of these elements 
help [them] integrate their learning by connecting to larger contexts for knowl-
edge and action” (Bass & Elmendorf, 2011).

Within L2 education, there has been an increasing desire to incorporate 
social pedagogy into the formal language classroom, which, in turn, has led to a 
renewed interest on implementing pedagogical practices that better connect lan-
guage learners with the broader community at large and with spatial concepts 
such as “place” and “location” in a multiplicity of ways.

Until recently, place was often an especially alien concept for language edu-
cation. To the extent that place was conceptualized at all, it was conceived largely 
as an abstract concept. Classrooms and other formal learning environments phys-
ically separated the learner from the outside world in which the target language 
was actually spoken. Curricular material further reinforced this isolation by pre-
senting content with little to no respect to the actual lived contexts of the com-
munities, cultures, and places in which the language being taught and learned 
was spoken (cf. Holden & Sykes, 2011).

Increasingly though, social pedagogies have been used as the basis to con-
nect language students with meaningful opportunities for interaction and 
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engagement with location and with real audiences outside the classroom through 
a variety of instructional approaches (e.g., community-based learning, project- or 
inquiry-based learning, and service learning).

In this context, community-based learning refers to a wide variety of instruc-
tional methods and programs that educators use to connect what is being taught 
in schools to their surrounding communities, including local institutions, his-
tory, literature, cultural heritage, and natural environments. This approach is 
motivated by the belief that all communities have intrinsic educational assets and 
resources that educators can use to enhance learning experiences for students. 
Proponents generally argue that students will be more interested in the subjects 
and concepts being taught, and they will be more inspired to learn, if academic 
study is connected to concepts, issues, and contexts that are more familiar, under-
standable, accessible, or personally relevant to them. In this respect, Overfield 
(1997, p. 485) notes that “situating foreign language education within the literal 
and metaphorical spaces of our communities serves to emphasize the relevance of 
foreign languages in the contemporary world.” The concept also plays an increas-
ing role in the revitalization of indigenous and Native American languages (cf. 
May, 1999). McCarty and Watahomigie (1998, p. 311), for instance, argue that  
“[i]ndigenous community-based language education is more than an academic 
enterprise; it is both an act of self-determination and of resistance—a contestation 
of oppression and language restrictionism.” By using the “community as a class-
room,” students do not simply have more opportunities to apply learning in prac-
tical, real-life settings but can in fact situate those experiences within a relevant 
sociocultural context.

Across a wide spectrum of disciplines, students are encouraged to learn and 
create together and harness their creativity in support of their learning in a col-
laborative context. Many programs are developing courses that explicitly call 
upon students to become more active and engaged learners while also making 
it easier for students to integrate content- and product-centered activities into 
their formal instruction to help them purposefully engage with the world outside 
their respective institution even while they are still students. This has led to a 
surge of interest in project- and inquiry-based learning opportunities, guided and 
unguided fieldwork, direct engagement with surrounding cultural institutions or 
communities, and it explains as well the thriving popularity of internships (cf. 
Justice et al., 2007).

In the context of study abroad programs, service learning projects inte-
grated in the language curriculum are providing for a deeper and more authentic 
engagement with the L2 community (cf. Ducate, 2009; Kinginger, 2011). Finally, 
technology-mediated approaches are also increasingly employed to connect lan-
guage learners more closely to and involve them more deeply in the local com-
munities to better understand their histories, social contexts, and local customs. 
Mobile-assisted learning, place-based gaming, and augmented reality gaming are 
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some examples of ways in which learners can connect virtually to local spaces (cf. 
Thorne, Black, & Sykes, 2009; Squire, 2009).

Having briefly defined social pedagogies, we now turn to some specific 
examples of projects that have sought to implement social pedagogies’ design 
approaches, with a focus on making explicit connections between language prac-
tice and the notion of place within the specific context of urban landscape.

Implementation and Practice: Making the Connections
This section unpacks some of the key components that characterize a number 
of programmatic initiatives at Columbia and Yale that have begun to investi-
gate the use of language in the public space insofar as this can make visible for 
language learners how discursive (and other) practices can shape a given geo-
graphical space into a series of specific, historical, and localized places. In par-
ticular, we will discuss their potential to serve as both a bridge between formal 
classroom instruction and motivated language usage opportunities beyond the 
classroom and as a support for design approaches inspired by social pedagogies. 
The concluding section will highlight some of the shortcomings of these initial 
projects and suggest ways in which they could be improved and how future cross-
disciplinary and collaborative projects might be designed to further connect the 
language classroom with the evolving nature of the modern, multilingual, and 
multicultural global city.

Reading the City Symposium and Subsequent Initiatives
In spring 2015, Columbia University organized a symposium, “Reading the City,” 
which aimed at bringing together scholars and students from different disci-
plines in a joint discussion about the complex interplay between language, space, 
and identity in urban areas. It laid the bases for creative ways to translate recent 
research activity and theoretical insights into cities and urban environments into 
practical opportunities that would more closely tie the classroom to the city and 
to the communities that live within its boundaries.

The symposium had three main goals: first, to foreground New York City 
(NYC) as a polyphonic and malleable space—and specifically situate the university 
within it; second, to open up a space of critical reflection to broaden and enrich 
the study of urban environments beyond narrowly circumscribed disciplinary 
boundaries and encourage conversation between social scientists, humanists, and 
language educators; and third, to find creative ways to translate research activity 
and theoretical insights into cities into opportunities for rich student engagement 
outside of the confines of the formal classroom.

The symposium led to a number of concrete initiatives and projects that have 
extended it in significant ways. Among these, we note the following:
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•	 We have established a working group whose membership crosses both 
disciplinary and institutional boundaries. The group meets regularly 
and tries to identify opportunities for rich, collaborative engagement 
(both practical and theoretical) with the multilingual city around us.

•	 A number of faculty members in the social sciences and the language 
programs have begun to align their respective syllabi in an effort to 
enrich each other’s classes and help their students better explore the 
complex interplay of language, space, and identity in urban settings.

•	 A number of language programs have begun reworking their curricula 
to include an active engagement with some aspect of the greater NYC 
urban environment.

•	 We have initiated a series of workshops to examine the role of language 
in urban environments in order to help refocus language learners’ 
attention to the importance of the social contexts in which meaning 
and identities are constructed and to help them better understand the 
broad network of flexible positions and changing identities that charac-
terizes the realities of multilingual and multicultural cities.

•	 We have built and launched a web-based tool, Cityscape (http:// 
cityscape.lrc.columbia.edu), that allows users to connect topographical 
and linguistic information in order to document, map, and engage with 
linguistic phenomena according to their areal differentiation.

Brief Case Studies: Examples from the Classroom
While several courses at Yale and Columbia have begun to incorporate activ-
ities that aim to engage students with the urban landscapes of New York and 
New Haven, many of these activities often remain ancillary to a pedagogy that 
remains largely focused on formal classroom learning.2 Even though instructors 
routinely make use of materials and resources, including newspaper articles, 
audio recordings of conversations, or videos of recent TV programs, in order to 
bring fragments of the outside world into the language classroom and construct 
“an associative bridge between the classroom and the world” (J. Heaton, cited in 
Smith, 1997), few have structured their class around a systematic exploration of 
the world outside the classroom and used student-driven research and fieldwork 

2 At Columbia, some of these initiatives include the incorporation of specific activities in the Hindi 
language program to allow students to explore the notion of Desi identity among the diaspora that 
makes up the various Indian communities of the greater NYC. Within its exploration of the possibil-
ities that digital humanities open up for Yiddish Studies, the Yiddish language program at Columbia 
integrates activities enabling students to actively enrich its Mapping Yiddish New York initiative, 
which endeavors to document all aspects of Yiddish culture in New York. At Yale, the Translate New 
Haven project is a new initiative by the Center for Language Study that encourages students to 
imagine a more multilingual New Haven through translation of the English that is visible and audible 
in public spaces into other languages. In addition, a number of community-based projects have been 
launched in language classes in Korean, Chinese, Arabic, German, Hebrew, and Vietnamese.
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as both an integral part of the course and as the basis for meaningful and authen-
tic language use. Such exploration, however, could provide students with oppor-
tunities for language usage that are more interactive, social, and multimodal than 
the discourse of the language classroom.

The Spanish language program at Columbia is one program that has method-
ically exploited the potential of inquiry- and project-based learning to engage 
every student in a critical reflection on the urban landscapes of NYC. As outlined 
on the department’s website (http://dh-laic.com/pdf/OH16small.pdf), the curricu-
lum is conceived as an integrated program that requires students to connect with 
the broader Hispanic social and cultural context through a series of research proj-
ects that take language learning beyond the classroom.

Required at all levels of the program, this engagement becomes progressively 
more complex as students move up the language sequence. Starting with an ini-
tial focus on noticing the presence and usage of Spanish in the city, it gradually 
calls on the students to interact more fully with, and reflect upon, the various 
modes of expression of Spanish in the public realm and with the broader manifes-
tation of Hispanic culture in the NYC area. This work can be either individual or 
collaborative, can take the form of ethnographic research that involves interact-
ing with Spanish communities located in NYC or abroad, and is often mediated by 
technology and social media. We will examine two courses in particular as brief 
case studies of this approach.

The first, Spanish 1102, is a second-semester, elementary Spanish language 
course taught by Lee B. Abraham. As an integral part of the course, each student 
is required to analyze art in public space and then produce a course project that 
demonstrates their understanding of selected artistic manifestations of Hispanic 
culture in NYC. This project, which seeks to carefully scaffold student interac-
tions throughout the semester (see Malinowski, 2015, p. 108), accounts for 15% of 
the final course grade. Students, using photographs, videos, and field notes, doc-
ument guided visits to murals in East Harlem and Brooklyn, write two reflective 
essays, and produce a 10-minute video in Spanish about the role of public art in 
the evolving construction of Latino identities within the broader urban landscapes 
of these neighborhoods. Each student is also required to use the course blog site 
to provide feedback on their peers’ essays and videos and, through a series of 
self-reflections, discuss the value of the evidence presented.

Students do all background reading about El Barrio in Spanish, and the video 
and the essays are completed in Spanish as well. Both of these assignments align 
well with the grammar and the vocabulary that are already a part of the course 
syllabus for Elementary Spanish II—namely, the two past “tenses” in Spanish (the 
preterit and the imperfect) and the vocabulary for describing art that is integrated 
into the chapters in the textbook focusing on the past tenses in which students 
examine important historical figures, including artists, in Spain and Latin America. 
As such, these tasks are congruent with the basic framework of an LL project.
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The design parameters of each individual project are based upon the tenets of 
inquiry-based learning, which are introduced to the students during a class pre-
sentation by the instructor, following the process outlined in Justice et al. (2007, 
p. 203) as illustrated in Figure 1.1.

Following the presentation, students develop a research proposal on a topic in 
Latino(a)/Hispanic/Spanish art in public spaces in NYC that is of personal interest 
to them and generate a specific question (or set of questions) as the basis of their 
inquiry. The project is not about how to view public art per se but rather about 
understanding the historical and social setting in which the public art is created. 
Throughout the research and implementation phases of the project, the instructor 
serves both as an advisor providing students with ongoing feedback to help refine 
their research strategies and as a guide who steers them to appropriate informa-
tion and resources. For example, as they work with the LL using inquiry-based 
learning throughout the semester, students use blogs not only to document their 
ongoing work with the LL—including their essays, their reflections, a storyboard, 
and a video—but also to receive feedback from the faculty member teaching the 
course and from a social science research librarian.

The second course, “Twitter and the City—ÑYC,” is a third-semester lan-
guage course taught by Reyes Llopis-Garcia. It makes use of social media as both 
a source of information about NYC in Spanish and as a tool students can use to 
(1) curate the linguistic and cultural resources they have identified in the public 
sphere and (2) broadcast their reflections about these resources and the broader 
cultural content of ÑYC.3 This portion of the course, worth 15% of the final grade, 

3 The tilde over the iconic abbreviation “NYC” is a grapheme that serves to acknowledge the signifi-
cant Hispanic presence in the city and the ubiquity of the city’s Spanish speakers.

Engaging a topic &
building basic

knowledge

Developing a question

Anticipating possible
answers and determining

relevant information

Identifying resources and
gathering information

Assessing
information

Weighing evidence and
synthesizing understandings

Communicating new
understandings

Taking
responsibility
for learning Evaluating

success

Self re�ection
&

Self evaluation

Figure 1.1.  The inquiry process according to Justice et al. (2007), p. 203
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asks students to be attentive to the presence of Spanish in the city whether it 
be visually (announcements, advertisements, LL, etc.), aurally (conversations, 
recordings, other forms of oral interactions, etc.), or culturally (exhibits, lectures, 
cultural and social events, concerts, movies, etc.). Students capture and document 
these indicators of Hispanic presence in the city either by posting tweets catego-
rized with an appropriate hashtag or by uploading and geotagging photographs to 
Cityscape (a tool described in the section earlier). The 140-character limit to each 
individual tweet forces students to focus on form and accuracy, while the usage of 
Cityscape encourages them to reflect upon the role of context, location, and jux-
taposition of visual linguistic markers within a given landscape. Each student is 
also required to submit a critical essay and give an oral presentation in which they 
use both their own contributions and those of their classmates to reflect on how 
their perception of the Spanish identity of NYC and the role of Spanish within the 
boundaries of the city has developed and changed over the course of their involve-
ment in the project.

These two courses illustrate how the systematic and structured explora-
tion of urban landscapes can function as the focus for a series of activities and 
inquiry-driven questions about situated language that generate meaningful and 
authentic L2 usage inside and outside the classroom space. They also allow us to 
measure its value for students enrolled in them, identify specific challenges and 
difficulties they face in such environments, and evaluate the feasibility of extend-
ing such courses to other language programs. In both cases, students had multi-
ple opportunities to think about, talk about, and process core concepts about the 
social presence of Spanish and Hispanic culture in the greater NYC area. Working 
with activities that required students to engage in situ with the target language 
and culture allowed them to experience aspects of Spanish and Hispanic life in 
New York that went beyond the textbook or course materials. Being exposed to the 
various ways by which a community sees itself and talks about itself in the public 
space introduced students to important concepts and increased their intercultural 
communicative competence. It also became the basis for perceptive self-reflection 
on how they—as language learners—situate themselves with respect to Spanish 
and Hispanic culture as well as to their own language and culture.

The students reported that the inquiry-driven questions and projects made 
them more aware of the reality of Hispanic presence in NYC, created a personal 
connection to the language, which in turn increased their motivation to learn it, 
and, in general, increased their overall satisfaction with the course. Students also 
noted that the collaborative activities and the group fieldwork increased student–
student and instructor–student interactions and helped create a sense of intel-
lectual community in the classroom that bonded over their shared exploration 
of the social presence of Spanish and Hispanic cultures in NYC. Finally, students 
repeatedly expressed satisfaction that the course design provided them with tools 
and skills that went beyond simply heightened cultural or linguistic competences. 
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Working in groups, presenting their findings, and defending their respective 
points of view increased their awareness of diverse perspectives; sharpened their 
interpersonal, interpretive, and presentational modes of communication; taught 
them to negotiate meaning across languages and cultures; honed their research 
skills; and prepared them for real-life social and employment situations.

We will next suggest ways by which these pioneering projects could be 
improved and how future cross-disciplinary and collaborative projects might be 
designed to more closely connect the language classroom with the modern mul-
tilingual and multicultural city. While formal learning environments isolate the 
learners from the outside world, working on projects that are connected to a spe-
cific urban landscape by way of a series of authentic tasks and real-life activities, 
learners are able to ground their learning in local phenomena and come to under-
stand the local community on a deeper level.

Challenges, Implications, and Future Directions
While it is encouraging that a number of pedagogical initiatives are being devel-
oped to prepare L2 learners with the skills necessary for intercultural competence 
(cf. Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Félix-Brasdefer, 2007; Modern Language Association, 
2007) and to better situate L2 education within both the literal and the meta-
phorical spaces outside the formal confines of the classroom, it is also clear that 
a number of challenges remain to be addressed. In this section, we briefly address 
some of these challenges and outline some possible future directions for incor-
porating social pedagogies, promoting reflective practices, including the study of 
urban landscapes, and providing learners with meaningful opportunities to use 
the target language beyond the classroom.

The various linguistic explorations of urban landscapes undertaken at 
Columbia and elsewhere continue to be largely distinct, discreet, and unconnected 
across language programs. If we want to escape a pattern of linguistic insularity 
and truly explore the nature of urban landscapes in multilingual cities, there is 
a need for more comprehensive projects that analyze and describe not only the 
individual facets of a city’s multilingual and multicultural diversity but also the 
richness of its aggregated entirety. After all, the essence of a multilingual city is 
bound to be more than the sum of each of its monolingual parts.

We need to help our students (and our faculty) break out of their local urban 
insularity and recognize the fact that cities, and in particular “global cities,” are 
not isolated entities but rather nodes in an ever-growing global network of com-
mercial, political, financial, and cultural transactions so that when they ask ques-
tions about their own city, they also need to take into account global linguistic 
and spatial dimensions and reframe their investigations accordingly. While loca-
tion-sensitive projects can help reclaim the significance of the local in the global 
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age and counterbalance pedagogical approaches in the L2 classroom that make 
little to no reference to the actual lived contexts in which the target language is 
spoken (Kramsch & Thorne, 2002; Thorne et al., 2009), we must also be sensitive 
to the dynamic nature of urban environments and the accelerating phenomena of 
real and virtual global mobility.

In the past two decades, research on the sociolinguistics of multilingualism 
has been transformed by a number of epistemological shifts, which have radically 
changed our understanding of the relationship between language and society 
(cf. García & Fishman, 2001; Gardner & Martin-Jones, 2012). Already, in the late 
1990s, Michael Byram (e.g. Byram, 1997; Byram & Fleming, 1998) argued that 
linguistic competence was not enough to develop intercultural competence and 
that experiential learning could be more beneficial to language learners in that 
they could “experience situations which make demands upon their emotions and 
feelings and then reflect upon that experience and its meaning for them” (Byram, 
1997, p. 13). Accordingly, students should be helped to recognize that the city is 
not a spectacle to be passively viewed but rather a space dynamically produced and 
shaped by a series of practices (linguistic, cultural, and otherwise) that intimately 
connect people to the places in which they live.

Language programs should assist students in making the vital change in 
stance from that of a passive spectator who superficially observes and records the 
imagery of the city to that of an active interpreter who produces urban descrip-
tions that can be used to decipher the city. This may require in turn embracing 
an active pedagogy that adopts a more ethnographic approach to the study of the 
target language and culture. However, while recognizing the value of ethnography 
for studying specific aspects of social and cultural life in the field, it is also import-
ant to differentiate between ethnography as an established approach to social 
research and as a method in language education (Roberts, 2001). Our concern as 
language educators should not be to prepare students to become trained anthro-
pologists. Our concern should be to familiarize our students with the main tenets 
of the ethnographic method in order to provide them with “an anthropological 
sensibility” (Pocock, 1975, pp. 1–29) that will enable them to carry out small-scale 
ethnographic research projects or studies as part of their language education.

As Damen (1987) has argued, ethnography is both germane and applicable 
to language and culture education because “it stimulates the process of explor-
ing, describing and understanding an unknown culture by means of actual eth-
nographic enquiry, contrastive analysis of real cultural groups” (p. 54–56). 
Therefore, making use of practices and techniques adapted from ethnography in 
support of more traditional teaching practices deployed in the language classroom 
can be used to enhance learning and strengthen the overall language curriculum 
in several ways.

Broadly speaking, ethnography can help language learners deepen their 
understanding of cultural phenomena, of themselves, and of others and 
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ultimately enhance their attitude toward the study of a foreign language as well 
as their understanding of their own culture and the culture of local speakers 
of the L2 (cf. Heath & Street, 2008). And, more generally, the incorporation of 
ethnography-inspired projects in the language classroom can help produce posi-
tive attitudes toward speakers of the target language in preparation for the subse-
quent execution of cross-cultural projects that can be integrated into the course 
curriculum and class requirements (cf. Egan-Robertson & Bloome, 1998).

In addition, ethnography can equip students with study and research skills 
that can easily be transferred to other aspects of their education or even to their 
future employment. By learning basic ethnographic concepts such as “making 
strange,” “foreshadowed problems,” “participant observer,” and “thick descrip-
tion,” students are introduced to notions that form part of the essential skills 
and techniques in the field when observing and recording the everyday. Students 
can then relate the habits of observation, reflexivity, challenging of stereotypes, 
and close analysis of data nurtured by these notions to other aspects of their 
language course.

Finally, as Heath and Street (2008) have also pointed out, “doing ethnogra-
phy” cannot be separated out as an academic activity from engagement with pub-
lic life, and it can therefore serve to link classroom activities with social action for 
improving both students’ lives and the communities in which they live and study.

Language programs could also introduce and adopt techniques and concepts 
from oral history (adapted to the needs of language learners) to record and map 
the memories of urban residents so as to preserve individual and collective urban 
histories and promote vertical readings of the city. Introducing the concept of 
the city as a palimpsest would allow students to better understand how a particu-
lar geographic space has been shaped and reshaped over successive generations, 
thereby giving rise to different and successive “senses of place.”

An in-depth investigation of urban landscapes and the communities that 
shape and are shaped by these spaces and under these conditions can not only 
help deepen the learners’ awareness of cultural identity in the community under 
study but also increase their ability to uncover deeper sociopolitical changes. This 
could help them accept, interpret and communicate with others, develop a critical 
social awareness, and become involved in broader issues of social justice.

Students must also be required to reflect on the dynamic qualities of urban 
environments rather than simply gather static snapshots of a particular place at 
a particular time. According to Simmel (1903), dynamism is the essence of urban 
life, and many aspects of urban living involve movement. Thus, they should learn 
to interrogate movement as it occurs in the multicultural urban landscape rather 
than simply notice it without questioning it.

As L2 educators, we need to systematically make use of mapping and data 
visualization techniques and tools that go beyond the visual representation of who 
speaks what language where at a given point in time and try, instead, to capture 

54497_ch01_ptg01_013-036.indd   29 04/10/17   10:51 AM



30� Stéphane Charitos and Nelleke Van Deusen-Scholl

and present the dynamic interplay of language and location that is central to city 
life. What are needed are maps that try to render sociolinguistic ethnographies 
of language in use in order to try to understand the ways in which linguistic 
resources, everyday tasks, and social space are intertwined and how the organi-
zation of the city—its economies, markets, movements, affiliations—might be 
linked to the organization of language: its values, mixtures, mobilities, and con-
nections. Students might contribute to the creation of such maps by providing 
empirical findings and geo-coded statistics as well as information about a partic-
ular area with individuated observations, pictures, personal narratives, and other 
forms of “thick descriptions” that would allow for the visualization of sometimes 
invisible or overlooked communities. They could thus create multilayered maps 
that constitute a rich representation of a given space and index their possible geo-
political meanings as well as their sociocultural associations. We should also take 
into account the fact that the physical city now extends into the digital realm and 
should allow for the comparative mapping of “objective” representations of cities 
with their digital avatars.

We also need to devise innovative ways to make use of collaborative and user-
driven crowd-based models, such as mobile crowdsourcing and other forms of 
geo-referenced User Generated Content, to collect linguistic data that would allow 
for a more precise analysis of the linguistic situation of superdiverse global cities, 
including the linguistic reformulation of social and ethnic identities that occurs 
as global populations flow together in such cities.

Finally, we need to explore how one can break free of a linguistic logocen-
trism that privileges the visual to the detriment of the other senses. Ideally, 
we should produce alternative maps of the city that call upon the other senses 
(smellscapes, soundscapes, gustatory and tactile maps, etc.) at least as much as 
those that record visual stimuli and consider how a given space might be sensorily 
organized in relation to broader social, linguistic, and cultural practices.

“Reading the Multilingual City: New York City, Urban Landscapes and Urban 
Multilingualism” is a course currently being developed at Columbia that tries to 
address these challenges. The course is intended to be part of the undergradu-
ate global core requirement and seeks to bring the city and multilingualism into 
conversation in order to throw light on the history of New York as an urban space 
constantly shaped by the coexistence and interaction of multiple cultures and lan-
guages. The course explores urban multilingualism through a variety of critical, 
theoretical, and cultural lenses that interrogate the relationship between the spa-
tial organization of a city and its linguistic profile.

The course promotes inquiry-based, immersive learning activities within a 
social pedagogy framework that require students to think about how languages 
exist(ed) in the city as embodied, situated practices. Students are asked to investi-
gate research questions at the nexus of language and the urban environment; com-
plete mapping exercises designed to help them reflect on the spatial dimension of 
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multilingualism in an urban environment; and produce an original digital artifact 
that crystallizes their experience and illustrates a constitutive aspect of a partic-
ular language or of a particular set of discursive practice in the urban landscape.

While the course as designed is not a language course as such, it is an example 
of a type of course that can function as a bridge between language education and 
other parts of the curriculum; bring an interdisciplinary perspective to language 
education; and, in general, reinvigorate language and culture across the curricu-
lum programs by promoting meaningful content-focused language usage outside 
the traditional language classroom. The course could, for instance, be taught in 
tandem with regular foreign language courses or include breakout or discussion 
sessions conducted in a variety of languages, facilitated by graduate or advanced 
undergraduate native speakers. Either way, such a course would offer numerous 
opportunities for students to extend their knowledge of a second language beyond 
L2 courses and apply their linguistic skills to course content, research, and proj-
ects in nonlanguage disciplines.

Conclusion
In this chapter, we have highlighted possible synergies between critical language 
education and place-aware pedagogies in order to emphasize how a synthesis of 
insights from theories of space and place and from social pedagogies can under-
pin the design of spatially informed language curricula. The examples provided 
illustrate how making urban landscapes the object of a sustained, critical analysis 
can enable language instructors to design rich pedagogical practices that extend 
formal classroom instruction and allow them to establish productive linkages 
between literacies in specific contexts and broader social practices.

Developing interdisciplinary research projects and pedagogical practices that 
more closely tie the classroom to the city and to the communities that live within 
its boundaries provides a new impetus toward a broader consideration of the 
value of place and location for language education. It reveals the potential of the 
complex, evolving nature of the modern multilingual and multicultural city for 
situated, critical language learning and, in particular, how the systematic study 
of and engagement with specific elements of situated language can be a power-
ful resource to promote student-driven learning. Specifically, it can make visible 
for students how discursive (and other) practices can shape a given geographical 
space into a series of defined, historical, and localized places.

Shifting the emphasis from language learning as an individual process to one 
that is more socially engaged, and moving away from a process in which learn-
ers only acquire language in a classroom setting in which language and content 
learning are carefully scaffolded through a structural syllabus focused on acquir-
ing language forms, allows language educators to develop new curricula and new 
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approaches to language teaching that both adopt learning methods suited to the 
needs of a diverse student population and maximize engagement for all students. 
These approaches can enable them to connect personal experiences across class-
rooms, curricula, and the broader community and provide opportunities for lan-
guage learners to engage deeply with context-based learning materials and pursue 
authentic interactions in their local communities, which provide them with a 
dynamic and meaningful context for realistic language usage while also increas-
ing their motivation to put into practice what they have learned.
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