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ABSTRACT 

In recent years, Buffalo, New York has become home to thousands of immigrants and refugees 

from across the globe.  These people have brought with them diverse cultures, desires for the 

future, and their home languages.  As a designated refugee resettlement city, Buffalo is an 

incredibly diverse city that welcomes thousands of refugees from all over the world each year; 

Buffalo also has an established Latino/a community.  This study examines how these linguistic 

communities are represented in the linguistic landscape, and what deeper symbolic meanings 

signs in the linguistic landscape hold for them.  All signs on six streets within a two mile radius 

of Buffalo’s most diverse neighborhoods were photographed and categorized.  Signs entirely or 

partially in non-English languages were plotted on an electronic map and examined for potential 

symbolic meanings.  The linguistic landscape of Buffalo, although vastly English dominant, 

reflects some of the diversity of the area.  However, the signs in Buffalo’s linguistic landscape 

reveal language ideologies are present and sometimes promote one language over another.  Since 

languages are tied to identity, relegating languages can promote ideologies against ethnic groups 

tied to those languages.  Overall, the linguistic landscape reflects the need to learn English to 

function in American society, but inconsistencies are found throughout the city that reflect the 

presence of non-English speakers in the area, and occasionally the promotion of their culture and 

language. 
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Introduction 

 Buffalo, New York has a long history of immigration, and, in recent years, an influx of 

refugees from all over the world (Refugee Processing Center, 2012, 2013, 2014).  These diverse  

groups of people bring with them a desire to work to create a new future for themselves and their 

children, their unique cultures, and their languages.  For them, survival in Buffalo, as in most 

places in the United States, involves learning English.  Sometimes, English is learned at the 

expense of a home language; historically, a language is lost after three generations (Baker, 2011).  

Existing ideologies in the United States promote English above other languages and do not 

always accept or encourage linguistic diversity (Cenoz & Gorter, 2008; Dagenais, Moore, 

Sabatier, Lamarre, & Armand, 2009; Leeman & Modan, 2009; Papen 2012; Yanguas, 2009).   

Problem  

 The linguistic landscape of an area can be a powerful display of existing language 

ideologies, literacy, and in some cases, language policies (Cenoz & Gorter, 2008; Dagenais et al., 

2009; Leeman & Modan, 2009; Papen 2012; Yanguas, 2009).  Language is tied to identity, and 

whether or not a language is visible in the linguistic landscape promotes or demotes not only 

languages, but the ethnic groups tied to those languages as well.  Language on signs has a 

deeper, symbolic meaning than what the direct, informative message of the sign is (Landry & 

Bourhis, 1997).  In Buffalo, where speakers of many different languages live and work, thus 

contributing to the economy and culture of the area, it is important to look at the linguistic 

landscape and examine if it is representative of the population, and what messages are being 

conveyed to non-English speaking populations.  Investigation of the linguistic landscape of 

Buffalo gives insight into how non-English languages are valued or diminished in Buffalo, and 
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how language can represent the ethnic groups in the area.  It was hypothesized that a variety of 

non-English signs would be found amongst a vast majority of English speaking signs, and that 

these signs would give insight into Buffalo’s diverse population, the neighborhoods non-English 

speakers live and do business in, and whether or not these people and their languages are made to 

feel welcome and embraced by the community as a whole.  

Purpose 
Due to Buffalo’s unique level of linguistic diversity, it is an excellent candidate for a 

linguistic landscape study.  The purpose of this study is to examine the linguistic landscape of 

Buffalo’s neighborhoods, with careful attention to multilingualism and linguistic diversity.  This 

study examines neighborhoods with significant populations of speakers of languages other than 

English, as well as more popular, cosmopolitan, gentrified and higher socioeconomic status 

neighborhoods for the sake of comparison.  Both informative and symbolic functions of signs are 

taken into account.  Examining the symbolic functions of signs gives insight into linguistic 

ideologies at play and what effect these ideologies may have on speakers of languages other than 

English.  Conclusions drawn from this study may inform the public’s view of minority language 

speakers and the value of linguistic diversity in Buffalo, New York.  The presence of English as 

well as the presence of non-English languages on public signs might reflect society’s perceptions 

of English and non-English languages.  Since language is closely tied to identity (Barni & 

Bagna, 2003), these perceptions could indicate society’s perceptions of the speakers of these 

languages. 

 Prior to this study, there was little doubt that English would be the dominant language 

found in the linguistic landscape, particularly in government signs.  However, it was 
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hypothesized that interesting discrepancies would arise in the language of private signs, not only 

in the form of bilingual or multilingual signs, but signs that are entirely in a minority language.  

It was also hypothesized that signs would be found that have obvious affiliations with a non-

English speaking people group, but contain English-only, (for example, a Chinese restaurant that 

does not contain any Chinese language on its signage).  These findings reveal the dominance of 

the English language in the American linguistic landscape and reinforce English-only ideologies 

present in society.  This gives insight into the necessity for non-English speakers to learn 

English, and how non-English speakers are viewed and often excluded by society. 

Significance 

 While linguistic landscape research in multilingual areas of the United States is becoming 

more common (Hult, 2014; Leeman & Modan, 2009; Lou, 2012; Yanguas, 2009), no such study 

has been published in Buffalo, New York.  These other studies have been done in areas with 

significant Spanish-speaking populations, Chinatowns, and other bilingual areas.  No known 

study has been done in a richly linguistically diverse area like Buffalo, and such a study will 

inform the field about extremely multilingual areas in a relatively monolingual country. 

!
!
!
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Review of Literature 

Through studying signs in the public space, a great deal of information can be inferred 

about that area.  This study of public signs in known as linguistic landscaping and has become a 

popular means to inform and relate to sociology, education, ecology, literacy, linguistic 

anthropology, psycholinguistics, and sociocultural studies (Shohamy & Waksman, 2009).  

Studying the linguistic landscape of an area can determine a great deal about the people that live 

in that area, what language ideologies are at play, which languages have power and prestige, and 

which are marginalized (Cenoz & Gorter, 2008; Dagenais, Moore, Sabatier, Lamarre, & Armand, 

2009; Leeman & Modan, 2009; Papen 2012; Yanguas, 2009).  The creation of the linguistic 

landscape involves many actors creating signs, commissioning signs, installing signs and most 

importantly people who read, notice and interpret the signs.  Though signs usually have an 

informative function, one that directs, gives information, or implores the reader in some way, 

signs also have a symbolic function, one that speaks to an underlying ideology (Landry & 

Bourhis, 1997).  Throughout the world, the linguistic landscape reveals competing language 

ideologies, struggles for power and prestige, language policy, and provides a map of linguistic 

territories (Cenoz & Gorter, 2008; Dagenais et al., 2009; Leeman & Modan, 2009; Papen 2012; 

Yanguas, 2009).  Studying the world’s linguistic landscape also gives a visual and prominent 

example of the global spread of English, and the symbolic meanings associated with the use of 

English on signs, such as prestige and modernity.  In the United States, a primarily English-

speaking country, multilingual or bilingual signs are an exception to the norm and can give a 

glimpse into what linguistic populations reside in an area.   Buffalo, New York, a city that 

welcomes thousands of refugees a year from all over the world (Refugee Processing Center, 
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2012, 2013, 2014), is a rich source for study in this field.  Owing to the diversity of this city, the 

linguistic landscape of Buffalo, New York can provide a wealth of information regarding 

multilingual linguistic landscapes in the United States. 

Linguistic Landscaping  

 Linguistic landscaping is a relatively new and rapidly growing field of study (Cenoz & 

Gorter, 2008).  Landry and Bourhis (1997) define linguistic landscape in the following way: “the 

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).  Coulmas (2009) points out that the 

linguistic landscape is as old as written language, despite the fact that it has only been studied in 

the past few decades; what surviving ancient texts we have communicate much about societies of 

those times.  Linguistic landscapes have mostly been analyzed in commercial areas in cities, as 

these areas have an abundance of signs and other linguistic information.  Cities are “dense with 

signs that must be deciphered, read, and interpreted by cities who participate in the consumption 

of the moving, literary spectacle of the metropolis” (Dagenais et al., 2009, p. 255).  Due to the 

fact that the linguistic landscape is often studied in urban, multilingual areas, some scholars 

suggest that the terms “linguistic cityscape” (Coulmas, 2009, p. 14) or “multilingual 

cityscape” (Cenoz & Gorter, 2008, p. 268) would be more appropriate.   

 Shohamy and Gorter (2009) point out that people create the language of the public space, 

therefore, the landscape communicates messages conveyed by people, which often have a deeper 

meaning than what is seen on the surface.  Spolsky (2009) highlights that several participants are 

involved in the process of making a sign, and suggest more research be done to incorporate these 
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participants into research on public signs.  Ben-Rafael (2009) notes that the linguistic landscape 

is a complex system in which many actors are involved in creating and interpreting messages and 

meanings.  Due to the fact that the linguistic landscape interacts with so many people, not only 

the sign maker and/or shop owner, but the passerby consumer on the street, Cenoz and Gorter 

(2008) point out that the linguistic landscape has economic value as well.  

 Signs within the linguistic landscape serve both informational and symbolic functions and 

include both government and private signs (Landry & Bourhis, 1997).  The linguistic landscape 

of an area reveals much about the people who live there, the languages spoken, what languages 

are valued, and what official or de facto language policies are in place in the neighborhood, city 

or even country.  Through studying the linguistic landscape of an area, researchers see the 

obvious dominant language, but can also find minority language presence in an area (Edelman, 

2014), even if only through graffiti or bilingual wordplay when language policy outlaws minority 

language signs (Lamarre, 2014).  

 Informational functions.  Landry and Bourhis (1997) divide signs in the linguistic 

landscape into government signs and private signs.  Government signs are signs commissioned 

by the government and include road signs and signs on government buildings.  Private signs 

include commercial and advertising signs.  All of these signs communicate a basic informational 

function, whether it is what goods services are being offered inside a business, or the name of a 

store, street or body of water.  The informational function of the sign is the basic message the 

sign conveys.  Included in Landry and Bourhis’ (1997) discussion of the informational function 

is the language in which these signs are written.  Signs convey that the language of the sign can 

be used for communication within a private or government establishment.  The signs in the 
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linguistic landscape can mark the territory of one language, and the dominant language reflects 

the language in power of a specific area.  Landry and Bourhis (1997) also point out that private 

signs often display more linguistic diversity than government signs, as private signs are often 

less regulated and included in a territory’s freedom of speech rights.  In addition to the explicit 

message of the sign and language of the sign, other factors relating to informational functions 

include the physical locations of signs and physical qualities of signs such as color, font, 

material, and style (Dagenais et al., 2009). 

 Symbolic functions.  Language found in public spaces functions in more ways than to 

simply communicate information; linguistic landscapes reveal deeper symbolic meanings which 

can point to language policy, language imperialism, marginalization, discrimination and other 

larger societal factors (Cenoz & Gorter, 2008; Leeman & Modan, 2009; Papen 2012; Yanguas, 

2009).  The linguistic landscape is a “contributing factor in describing the presence of languages 

and the linguistic uses characteristic of a given territory, and explaining the reasons why such 

languages are used” (Barni & Bagna, 2009, p. 129).  These characteristics are not explicitly 

stated on the sign; makers of the sign do not include fine print explaining the languages they 

used and why.  However, there is a deeper meaning below the surface.  Though signs in a given 

area represent primarily linguistic functions, they also function in social, cultural, and economic 

ways.  As Dagenais et al. (2009) put it, the linguistic landscape provides “information about the 

population of their [students’] neighborhood, it signals what languages are prominent and valued 

in public and private spaces and indexes the social positioning of people who identify with 

particular languages” (p. 254).  The linguistic landscape can convey the identity of a language 

community, sociopolitical relationships between languages, economic messages imploring 
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consumers, or information to the reader in some way (Barni & Bagna, 2009).  It is also important 

to note that whatever language is most dominant in the linguistic landscape automatically 

conveys a message that that language has strength, power, status, significance and vitality in the 

area.  In contrast, languages that have little or no presence in an area are devalued, and are seen 

as having little use in public affairs (Landry & Bourhis, 1997).  Factors relating to symbolic 

functions include meanings interpreted in relation to cultural affiliation, identity, power relations, 

and language status (Dagenais et al., 2009). 

Linguistic Landscaping Today   

 Signs in the public space have been studied long before Landry and Bourhis’ (1997) 

seminal study (see Spolsky, 2009, for a review).  However, it was really this study that not only 

coined and defined the term, linguistic landscape, but brought about a renewed interest in the 

field.  Landry and Bourhis (1997) were not only interested in observing and categorizing signs, 

but in studying their relationship to ethnolinguistic vitality, identity, and language beliefs.  

Landry and Bourhis (1997) established a distinction between private and government signs and 

between informational and symbolic functions.  This sparked an interest in a number of studies 

investigating symbolic functions of signs in different parts of the world.  Shohamy and Gorter 

(2009) point out how these early and continuing studies focus on the ways linguistic landscapes 

provide insight into vitality, societies, and language group dynamics.  However, as the field 

grows, more questions are raised about what constitutes a sign, who authors signs, who the 

intended audience is, and how signs are interpreted and displayed.  More recent research 

attempts to define and understand more aspects of the linguistic landscape throughout the world 

(Shohamy & Gorter, 2009). 
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 Moriarty (2014b) notes in her introduction to a recent special issue on linguistic 

landscaping that in past linguistic landscape studies, the main focus was counting languages and 

determining what the informative and symbolic functions of those languages were and how the 

linguistic landscape informed the researcher about the value of minority and majority language 

groups in an area.  Older techniques were criticized for failing to capture the fluid and changing 

nature of language in the linguistic landscape (Moriarty, 2014b).   

Cenoz and Gorter (2009) call for a multidisciplinary approach, studying the linguistic 

landscape in relation to economics.  The latest research in linguistic landscaping focuses on the 

mobility of language and takes into account that it is more than just language itself that has 

symbolic meaning in the linguistic landscape.  These studies see the linguistic landscape as 

representations of underlying ideologies and seek to discover these ideologies and how they 

perform in society (Hult, 2014; Lanza & Woldemariam, 2014; Moriarty, 2014a; Pietikäinen, 

2014).  More holistic factors are now being taken into account when studying the linguistic 

landscape; these include the context surrounding a sign, people who interact with the sign, genre, 

function, and purpose (Huebner, 2009).  Signs need to be viewed more holistically due to the fact 

that the reader of the sign does not simply interact with the linguistic text found on the sign.  

Shohamy and Gorter (2009) also seek to broaden the scope of linguistic landscaping beyond 

simply signs, suggesting sounds, images and graffiti are also important to the linguistic 

landscape.   

Another criticism of past research points out the lack of connection to the various actors 

involved in the study of the linguistic landscape (Ben-Rafeal, 2009; Huebner, 2009; Malinowski, 

2009; Shohamy & Gorter, 2009; Spolsky, 2009).  Malinowski (2009) points out “more often, the 
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domain of human agency behind the linguistic landscape remains unnamed” (p. 108).  He studied 

shop signs in Koreatown in Oakland, California.  He not only recorded and categorized the signs, 

but interviewed shop owners about language and design choices, how the sign is intended to be 

perceived, and how the sign is actually perceived, in order to gain a more holistic view of the 

signs and their informative and symbolic meanings.  In actuality, the linguistic landscape is 

incredibly complex, and theories and methodologies in studying it can be drawn from a variety 

of fields, including linguistics, sociology, politics, and cultural studies (Barni & Bagna, 2009).  It 

is this complexity that results in so many varied approaches to the study of linguistic 

landscaping. 

 Categorizing and documenting signs.  Due to the overwhelming amount of signs 

present in the linguistic landscape, it is important to organize signs into categories.  Various 

studies have suggested different ways of doing this (Huebner, 2009; Landry & Bourhis, 1997; 

Spolsky, 2009).  Some researchers may choose to categorize signs based off of Landry and 

Bourhis’ (1997) definition: road signs, billboards, street names, place names, shop signs, and 

signs on government buildings.   Their focus, however, was on how signs contribute to the 

ethnolinguistic vitality of an area, and they did not focus on categorization beyond what signs 

were private and what signs were government signs, and what languages were present.   

Based on Landry and Bourhis’ (1997) definition, Spolsky (2009) suggested the categories 

of street signs, advertising signs, warning notices and prohibitions, building names, informative 

signs, commemorative plaques, objects and graffiti.  The inclusion of more categories created a 

more holistic view of linguistic landscaping that includes all possible instances of language, 

whether temporal or more permanent, legally or illegally displayed.   Pennycook (2009) further 
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supports the incorporation of graffiti in the linguistic landscape, explaining that it allows for 

deeper exploration into production and purposes of language in the environment, transcending 

language differences and bringing in other factors of representation into the discussion of the 

linguistic landscape.  Spolsky (2009) notes that these different types of signs have informational 

and symbolic meanings, and how the symbolic meanings are interpreted depend on the type of 

sign.  For example, government signs such as street signs are often the subject of debate when 

only one language is present on them.  Spolsky (2009) also discusses authorship in signs as being 

local or global.  For example, with the spread of global English and globalization of Western 

companies and products, advertisements in the linguistic landscape could very well be authored 

by someone out of country or could even be a translated version of a sign intended for an 

audience in the United States or elsewhere.   

  Huebner (2009) calls for a more specific approach to categorizing signs, pointing out 

that in what constitutes a sign by most definitions gives equal significance to large shop signs 

and small stickers.  Categorizing signs by genre or function could help to eliminate these 

problems.  For example, Huebner suggests the following categorization: (a) expressive signs, 

which convey emotions or feelings; (b) directive signs, which offer recommendations, advice, or 

attempt to persuade; (c) informational signs, which report, describe, inform or report 

information; (d)  interactional signs, which “create, maintain and finish contact between the 

addresser and addressee” (p. 75); and (e) signs with poetic function, which use a code to 

communicate meanings that would not otherwise be communicated.   

Categories have also been suggested that particularly pertain to multilingual signs.  These 

signs can be categorized by which language or languages are on the sign, as well as by purpose 
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of the sign: for example, shop signs, directional signs, or political signs.  Categorizing 

multilingual signs can also help in determining who the intended audience is, and if each 

language communicates the same message.  Barni and Bagna (2009) used computer software to 

map and categorize the signs in a variety of ways: initially, whether they are monolingual or 

multilingual, and also taking into account the genre, domain, external position, location, domain, 

context and place.  The signs are also categorized by which language(s) are used, the time and 

date the photo of the sign was taken, and the city and state the sign is located in.  The signs are 

then analyzed for any symbolic or communicative functions they may have.  This type of data 

collection and categorization allows for looking at many of the complex aspects involved in the 

creation and reception of signs in the linguistic landscape.  Huebner (2009) categorizes these into 

duplicating, fragmenting, overlapping, and complimentary signs.  Duplicating signs present the 

same information in its entirety in all languages present; fragmentary and overlapping signs 

communicate some, but not all, of the same information in each of the languages present; and 

complementary signs convey different information in different languages.  Of course, many 

studies initially categorize signs by language used (Amer & Obeidat, 2014; Backhaus, 2009; 

Curtin, 2009; Dal Negro, 2009; Edelman, 2009, 2014; Hult, 2009, 2014; Lanza & Woldemariam, 

2009; Lawrence, 2012; Trumper-Hecht, 2009; Yanguas, 2009) which raises other questions about 

proper names.  Edelman (2009) determines in her discussion of proper names that they make 

significant contribution to the appearance of multilingualism in an area, but may not accurately 

reflect the languages spoken in the area.  Kallen (2009) notes that language choices are not the 

only choices that affect symbolic meanings, incorporating code choices, such as color, font size, 
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placement and style that affect how languages are presented, pragmatic choices that convey 

interactional functions, and audience choices, that convey who is expected to read the sign. 

Examining Symbolic Functions  

 As stated above, language can have both informational and symbolic functions.  

Symbolic functions in particular can have an effect on a language community, and are able to 

give power to some languages over others.  This, in turn, can give speakers of the language in 

power dominance or status above speakers of languages with less representation in the linguistic 

landscape (Barni & Bagna, 2009; Landry & Bourhis, 1997).  Sloboda (2009) points out that signs 

carry ideological functions and qualities and that signs can act to reinforce ideologies, 

particularly when mandated by government policy.  They can also be reinforced by individual 

actors.  Ideologies in symbolic functions of the linguistic landscape can either promote or 

discourage a linguistic group, and can threaten or encourage an ethnolinguistic populations’ 

vitality (Landry & Bourhis, 1997).   English has a significant place in global linguistic landscape; 

it is a marker of globalization, and has become a powerful symbolic language for those that can 

or cannot interact with it.  In fact, English has become so powerful that even where English as a 

global language is rejected by a society or government, it still finds its way into the linguistic 

landscape.   For example, Lamarre (2014) did an interesting study in Montreal where language 

policy regulates that all shop signs should be written in French.  She found that English was still 

present in the linguistic landscape through bilingual “winks” and bilingual wordplay in French-

dominant signs.  French words that sounded similar to English words were used to communicate 

with English speakers in an impudent way.  
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 Ideologies and power.  On a multilingual sign, order of language on a sign, or size of 

languages found on a sign can show which language groups have more power or prestige in a 

geographic area (Spolsky, 2009).  Cenoz and Gorter (2009) state that “the use of different 

languages in the sign…reflects power, status and economic importance of the different 

languages” (p. 57).  Ben-Rafael (2009) points out how power-relations and collective-identity are 

often at play in the linguistic landscape.  Language is seen as a marker of identity and using a 

language in a public sphere asserts that the language group is present.  It is also a symbolic 

marker of what language speakers may or may not do business in in a commercial area.  In these 

cases, while there is no official law or rule stating that non-present language speakers are not 

allowed, if only one language is present on a sign, only speakers of that language are invited into 

that place of business.  Barni and Bagna extend this idea, adding that the use of only one 

language on a sign may also indicate “that the language has the prestige and power to stand 

alone” (2009, p. 132). 

  It is important to note that the interpretation of symbolic meanings of signs is varied.  As 

a painting can be interpreted by the viewer differently than the artist intended, or a novel can be 

interpreted to have more meaning than the author intended, or a song can cause the listener to 

recall experiences that the songwriter or musicians have never had, a sign can have more or less 

meaning to a reader than various actors involved in the creation and display of the sign intended.   

Dagenais et al. (2009) point out that one factor in determining how a sign is viewed depends on a 

person’s social situation and what representations they affiliate themselves with.  It can also 

depend on a person’s experiences and interests.  For example, children are more likely to pay 

attention to signs at toy stores and playgrounds than public spaces adults frequent (Dagenais, et 
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al., 2009).  A powerful example of how the linguistic landscape can carry more meaning than 

intended by the original sign makers is the story of Jaromír Kubias (as cited in Sloboda, 2009).  

Kubias knew he had escaped Communist territory and arrived in Italy when he saw a Coca-Cola 

billboard.  For Kubias, the Coco-Cola billboard represented a non-Communist territory, whereas 

the original sign makers likely intended the billboard to convince the reader to purchase more 

Coca-Cola.  Signs can carry deeper meanings to the reader beyond what is intended, and it could 

be said that there are as many interpretations of a sign’s symbolic meaning as there are people on 

earth.  An interesting example of the need for a more holistic view of linguistic landscaping in 

relation to interpretation is Backhaus’ (2009) comparison of Quebec and Tokyo through the lens 

of language policy.  Though the appearance of English in the linguistic landscape of the two 

cities may seem similar, the policies, reasoning and meanings behind the use of English are very 

different.   

 Language policy.  Linguistic landscapes often reflect language policy in an area.  Very 

few territories in the world have an official policy regarding the language of signs in the public 

space, however language policy can take other forms (Cenoz & Gortor, 2009; Hult, 2014).  

Official languages of an area or a racial or ethnic group in power can be dominant in a linguistic 

landscape.  When a language is regulated in schools or government proceedings in a particular 

territory it can also become dominant in the linguistic landscape.  Any time a government on any 

level (national, state, municipal, etc.) regulates language in any way, it is likely to be reflected in 

the overall linguistic landscape of the territory, regardless of whether the policy addresses 

language on public signs or not.  In some cases, though, the language of public signs is officially 

mandated, as in the case of Montreal, Quebec.  There, a policy known as Loi 101 has been 
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enacted directly on the linguistic landscape where signs are required to be predominantly in 

French, in order to ensure the survival of the French language in an area surrounded by English 

dominance (Backhaus, 2009; Lamarre, 2014; Spolsky, 2009).  In Malaysia, signs that display 

“Manglish”, a mixture of Malyasian and English, can incur hefty fines (Spolsky, 2009).  In 

Bangkok, signs that contain no Thai are taxed more heavily than signs that contain Thai 

(Huebner, 2009).  On the opposite end of the spectrum, the Tokyo Metropolitan Government in a 

manual on official signs, calls for Japanese and English together on signs, and encourages 

Romanized transliterations of Japanese words on public signs (Backhaus, 2009).   However, the 

manual also mandates that Japanese be larger and appear first on these signs.  English, though 

valued, is not meant to replace or overpower Japanese.   

Policies affecting the linguistic landscape can also serve as a display of ideology by the 

state.  It could be a first step in attempting to change the ideologies of the population of an area.  

For example, Sloboda (2009) notes a bridge in Prague, originally commissioned by the 

Communist Party and named by them as the “Bridge of Intelligentsia”.  When the Communist 

Party fell, the name on the signs for the bridge was changed to “Braník Bridge”.  Though the 

name has changed officially, it is still verbally called by its former name; however, one could 

predict that eventually, as the linguistic landscape continues to bear the new name that the name 

used in verbal communication will change as well. 

 Although there are places where language policy applies directly to the linguistic 

landscape, language policies beyond the regulation of public signage are often reflected in the 

linguistic landscape.  Educational language policies and policies regulating language in the 

media and economics are often reflected in the linguistic landscape (Cenoz & Gorter, 2009).  For 
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example, in San Antonio, Texas there is a large, growing population of Spanish-speakers as well 

as a transient population of Mexicans who cross the international border from Mexico often.  

Despite a significant number of Spanish speakers, the linguistic landscape is predominantly 

English.  This could be in part due to local educational language policy focusing on English-only 

education, as well as strong activism favoring English-only in the community, government, and 

education (Hult, 2014).  Even where no official language policy is present, political ideologies of 

an area make themselves known within the linguistic landscape. 

 English as a global language in the linguistic landscape.  With the increase of global 

communication through the Internet, the presence of English as a global language is becoming 

more and more apparent.  Global linguistic landscaping gives us insight into urban landscapes, 

particularly as they become increasingly multilingual due to the spread of English.  Bolton 

(2012) ties this phenomenon to the idea of linguistic imperialism, calling it an “intrusion” (p. 31).  

Bolton also notes that as the presence of English increases, “the dividing lines between Outer 

Circle and Expanding Circle contexts have become blurred…” (p. 33). The Outer Circle and 

Expanding Circle refer to two of the three concentric circles commonly used to describe English 

speakers and usage around the world, the third circle being the Inner Circle (Kachru & Nelson, 

1996).  The Inner Circle refers to countries that have a long history of being predominately 

English speaking, such as the United States, England and Australia.  The Outer Circle refers to 

countries where English has an institutionalized history, often due to colonization or trade, and 

English plays a role in government, pop culture and the arts; examples of countries in the outer 

circle are India, Nigeria and South Africa.  The Expanding Circle refers to countries where 

English plays a role in a specific context or for specific purposes; in these countries English is 
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not widely spoken but is studied for academic or other purposes (Kachru & Nelson, 1996).  The 

presence of English in linguistic landscape throughout the world can reflect these circles, but as 

Bolton (2012) points out, this is not done easily, with the rapidly growing presence of English in 

the global linguistic landscape.  If one attempts to determine which circle a country belongs in 

based solely on the linguistic landscape, it is likely that many expanding circle countries could 

appear to be outer circle countries, because of the sheer number of English signs.   

 Although the spread of global English may be seen as an imperialistic threat (Bolton, 

2012), very few territories see it as such.   Québec, Canada is one such territory, and has 

regulations restricting English in the linguistic landscape (Cenoz & Gorter, 2008; Lamarre, 

2014).  However, this is not the case elsewhere and English can be found in the linguistic 

landscape in most cities across the globe (Amer & Obeidat, 2014; Bolton, 2012; Cenoz & Gorter, 

2008; Edelman, 2014; Lanza & Woldemariam, 2009; Lawrence, 2012; Sayer, 2010).  With the 

spread of English as a global language, linguistic landscapes are becoming increasingly 

multilingual, and even English dominant in some commercial areas.  American companies, such 

as Starbucks and McDonald’s, are found in many foreign cities and have brought the English 

language with them (Bolton, 2012).  English language businesses are seeking larger global 

markets and more consumers for their products or services (Cenoz & Gorter, 2009).  In some 

locations American brands are reproduced or mimicked in the linguistic landscape (Lanza & 

Woldemariam, 2014; Sayer, 2010).  Knowing and embracing English increases the potential for 

economic prosperity, as well as educational prosperity (Lanza & Woldemariam, 2009).  This 

belief that English is a significant language associated with prosperity increases the amount of 

English in the linguistic landscape.  This belief may also have an effect on non-English speakers 
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who come to English speaking countries, who may feel it is more important to know and use 

English, which in turn may be reflected in the linguistic landscape. 

 Rather than functioning solely for communicating with English-speaking tourists and 

expatriates, English is globally seen as the language of prestige, modernity, success, 

sophistication, and youth and is found most predominately in advertisements and commercial 

areas (Bolton, 2012; Cenoz & Gorter, 2008; Cenoz & Gorter, 2009; Lawrence, 2012).  Sayer 

(2010) questioned the prominence of English in the linguistic landscape in Oaxaca, Mexico and 

found that English signs meant for the local community communicated that English was seen as 

advanced and sophisticated, as fashionable, cool, sexy, was used for expressions of love, and was 

used for expressing subversive identities.  In India, speakers of Indian English are seen as upper 

class members of society (Cenoz & Gorter, 2009).  In Ethiopia, an African country never 

colonized by English speaking people, English is taught in many schools and study of English is 

encouraged to further students’ prospects for higher education and more prestigious occupations; 

English is seen as the de facto second language of Ethiopia, despite the fact that Ethiopia’s nine 

ethnic groups speak several different first languages (Lanza & Woldemariam, 2009).  In 

Ethiopia’s linguistic landscape, English can be found on the majority of signs, despite the fact 

that English is not widely spoken.  Shop owners interviewed about this phenomenon explained 

that it was to attract customers and give a sense of modernity.  Rather than direct translation of 

the first language of a sign, English is often shortened and generalized in comparison with the 

Ethiopian languages of the sign.  In Ethiopia, English’s main function is a symbolic one (Lanza 

& Woldemariam, 2009).   
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Many other studies have been done to show just how prominent English is becoming in 

urban commercial landscapes throughout the world (Amer & Obeidat, 2014; Huebner, 2009; 

Hult, 2009; Lamarre, 2014; Lawrence, 2012;).  Amer and Obeidat (2014) found that over 50% of 

shop signs in Aqaba City, Jordan contain English in some form, representing strong evidence for 

the globalization of English.  Lawrence (2012) studied the linguistic landscapes of different 

districts in Seoul, South Korea and found, with the exception of a few districts, that English was 

most prominent on main streets in commercial areas. He discovered that as the presence of 

English increased, the presence of Konglish (a blend of Korean and English) also increased, 

while the presence of Korean decreased.  The heightened presence of English in commercial 

areas suggests a direct link between English and consumerism.  Huebner (2009) found that some 

signs written in Thai script read as English words when pronounced.  These signs were mainly 

shop signs promoting the latest fashion or other trends.  This further supports the idea that 

globally English is a language of consumerism and is associated with being fashionable and 

modern.  Hult (2009) further enforces this idea, noting that instead of being used to communicate 

with people who do not speak Swedish, English signs in Sweden reflected symbolic meanings 

associated with values of globalization and popular culture discourses.   

Presence of minority languages.  Landry and Bourhis (1997) describe how the linguistic 

landscape can inform about the ethnolinguistic vitality of a language in an area.  When a 

language is seen prominently in the landscape, the language will have a high ethnolinguistic 

vitality.  In other words, this language will be seen as the main language for communicating in 

social situations, business transactions and government services.  The people in this language 

group will be seen favorably and feel included and valued.  Conversely, the languages not seen in 
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the linguistic landscape are devalued, not recognized and have a low ethnolinguistic vitality.  

Speakers of these minority languages may feel pressure to use the predominant language and 

may use their home language less and depend on the majority language for survival in the 

community.  The ideologies present in the linguistic landscapes can easily become internalized 

by speakers of the minority language and affect the lifespan of the language in a specific 

geographic area.   

 In the United States, the linguistic landscape promotes English above other languages, 

particularly in government signs.  This happens despite the fact that English is not the official 

language of the United States (Baker, 2011).  Linguistic landscape studies done in the United 

States are largely concerned with symbolic messages conveyed in the linguistic landscape.  

Specifically, these studies look at how English is valued over minority languages, as is often the 

case.  For example, recently Washington D.C.’s Chinatown has become gentrified (Leeman & 

Modan, 2009; Lou 2012).  The Chinese language in Washington D.C’s Chinatown has become 

commodified and is used more for aesthetic purposes to please tourists than a cultural asset or 

representation.  National businesses that once staffed Chinese speakers, often no longer do yet 

still maintain Chinese language signs.  Lou (2012) highlighted this language shift by quoting a 

woman whose home language was Cantonese.  She said “to live here, one has to know 

English” (p. 34). Similarly, in Malinowski’s (2009) study of Oakland’s Koreatown, shop owners’ 

interviews revealed that English signs were intended for both English speaking and Korean 

speaking audiences, since “Koreans all know how to read nouns in English” (p. 116).  Non-

English speakers coming to the United States learn and understand English, yet still maintain 

their native language in a part of linguistic landscape in order to maintain a sense of identity and 
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place in American society, as well as to promote authenticity and communicate with other 

speakers of the home language.    

  In another study done in Washington, D.C., Yanguas (2009) found that English-only 

official public signs in Spanish neighborhoods promoted English as de facto language in the 

United States.  In fact, despite significant Spanish-speaking populations and communities 

throughout the United States, Spanish language signs are not often present in the linguistic 

landscape.  Hult (2014) found that along the highway system in San Antonio, Texas, English 

dominates the linguistic landscape of commercial spaces and billboards.  Hult concluded that the 

linguistic landscape reflected an English dominant ideology in the area, rather than the actual 

population that lived in and frequented the area.  Spolsky (2009) points out the fact that even 

advertisers in the United States—whose goals should be to reach all potential customers—have 

only recently begun to advertise in minority languages, as if the populations who speak these 

languages had suddenly appeared in the United States. 

Language, Literacy and Second Language Acquisition 

 There are many reasons that minority languages may be found in the linguistic landscape 

of an area.  Even in monolingual communities, bilingual signs may exist if there is likely to be 

tourists or other foreign visitors, or if there is a literate minority population. (Spolsky, 2009).  

The linguistic landscape of an area can also reflect the literacy of an area.  For example, Spolsky 

(2009) found that very few signs in the Navajo nation contained Navajo language, due to the fact 

that the Navajo people are mainly orally bilingual, but do not necessarily have Navajo literacy.  

Even if a language is present in an area, if speakers are not literate in that language, it is likely 

that it will not be present in the linguistic landscape.  Errors in signs may also reflect literacy 
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level in a language.  This can be seen in Japanese signs written in English by Japanese speakers 

who are not fully English literate (Spolsky, 2009).   It is important to note that due to Buffalo’s 

refugee population who may have had limited or interrupted schooling, lack of a language in the 

linguistic landscape may be due to lack of literacy rather than other symbolic factors.  The 

linguistic landscape can also be used as a pedagogical tool to increase literacy; having children 

experience and study the linguistic landscape can increase language awareness and provides a 

meaningful, experiential approach to language learning (Dagenais et al., 2009; Sayer, 2009). 

 The linguistic landscape can also be an important factor in Second Language Acquisition.    

Landry and Bourhis (1997) found in regards to the linguistic landscape that “the relative 

ethnolinguistic vitality of each ethnolinguistic community influences bilingual development by 

limiting or expanding the individual network of linguistic contacts” (p. 30).  Dailey, Giles and 

Jansma (2005) found that the perceived linguistic landscape among adolescents was a 

contributing factor in language attitudes.  Attitude has been identified as a major factor that 

affects second language acquisition (Lightbown & Spada, 2011).  The linguistic landscape can 

also be a rich source for comprehensible input for second language learners, particularly in the 

case of bilingual, duplicating signs.  Comprehensible input is part of Krashen’s input hypothesis, 

which postulates that second language learners need to receive input in their second language 

that is at or just above their current language level in order to acquire the new language 

(Lightbown & Spada, 2011).  The linguistic landscape can also play a role in whether 

bilingualism is additive, meaning that the new language is added to the existing language, or 

subtractive, meaning the new language replaces the existing language (Landry & Bourhis, 1997).  

Therefore, even when a person, or group of people move to a different linguistic territory, it is 
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important that their language is found in their linguistic landscape in order to preserve their home 

language and ethnolinguistic vitality.  

Language Populations in Buffalo, New York 

 In recent years, Buffalo, New York has seen a significant increase in its refugee 

population.  Buffalo is designated as a refugee resettlement area, and accepts the largest number 

of refugees in New York State annually; it also is among the top refugee resettlement cities in the 

country (Refugee Processing Center, 2012, 2013, 2014).  Over 12,000 refugees were resettled in 

Buffalo between 2010 and 2014 (Zremski, 2015).  As a result, the city has become rich with 

linguistic diversity and is populated by a significant number of people who do not speak English 

as their first language.  As of 2010 the population of Buffalo, New York was approximately 

261,300 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010), and of that approximately 20,000 people were foreign 

born.  An additional 7,800 were born in Puerto Rico, U.S. Island areas or abroad to American 

parents (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012).  According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2008-2012 

American Community Survey 5-year estimates, approximately 15% of the population of Buffalo, 

New York over age 5 spoke a language other than English at home, and 6% of that population 

spoke English less than “very well” (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012).  

 During the 2011-12 school year, the total population of Limited English Proficient/

English Language Learners was approximately 3,900 students of 34,300 total students and the 

top languages spoken by students included Spanish, Karen, Somali, Arabic, Burmese, Nepali, 

Kirundi, Swahili, and Vietnamese (Alsace, 2012).  Approximately 12% of students tested in 

grades 3-8 ELA assessments were classified as Limited English Proficient (NYSED, 2014).  The 

City of Buffalo school district represents 16 zip codes; although English language learners in the 
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2011-12 school year lived in all zip codes, 43% lived in the 14213 zip code, representing mainly 

Buffalo’s West Side, and the most ethnically diverse zip code in New York State.  Just a few 

miles north, the Black Rock and Riverside neighborhoods, represented by zip code 14207, 

contained an additional 20% of Buffalo School’s English language learners (Alsace, 2012).  In an 

online map that depicts 2012 census race data in the form of colored dots (see Appendix A), the 

diversity of this area is displayed prominently.  These neighborhoods are very colorful in 

comparison with other parts of Buffalo and the suburbs (Cable, 2013).  As colorful and poignant 

as this data is, it does not even reflect the true diversity of Buffalo, only the racial diversity.  The 

linguistic diversity of Buffalo has yet to fully be captured. 

Spanish.  The Spanish language is the second most spoken language next to English in 

Buffalo, New York.  This is due in part to a significant Puerto Rican population; however, other 

Spanish speaking groups reside in Buffalo including refugees from Cuba, Mexicans, and 

speakers from other South American countries.  Puerto Ricans in Buffalo are most heavily 

concentrated in the lower west side neighborhoods; however, Puerto Ricans can be found 

throughout the city of Buffalo, including other west side neighborhoods.  These are areas where 

the Spanish language is most likely to be found in the linguistic landscape.  The Spanish 

language is a Romance language and is written with the Latin alphabet, with the addition of 

accent marks.  Spanish is spoken throughout South and Central America and the Caribbean and 

is the official language of Argentina, Bolivia, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Chile, Dominican 

Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Equatorial Guinea, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, 

Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Spain, Uruguay, and Venezuela (Ager, 2014g).  Many Spanish speakers 

in Buffalo are likely to have prior formal education.  In Puerto Rico, a commonwealth of the 
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United States, public schooling is required for all students from Kindergarten through High 

School (Puerto Rico, 2015).  Buffalo’s Puerto Rican population is likely to know both English 

and Spanish.  Spanish and Spanglish, a combination of Spanish and English, are often used to 

communicate within the Puerto Rican community.  

Karen.  Karen represents the first language of the second largest group of English 

Language Learners in the Buffalo Public Schools after Spanish (Alsace, 2012).  The Karen 

people of Buffalo are primarily refugees.  Most refugee populations are concentrated on the West 

Side of Buffalo, from the Grant/Ferry neighborhood outward.  The West Side has many non-

profits that cater to the needs of refugee populations, including medical practices, resettlement 

services, housing services, and job placement services.  The West Side also has affordable 

housing for many refugees, though there are other areas of the city such as Riverside and the East 

Side neighborhoods that also attract a small number of refugees as well.  If Karen is found in the 

linguistic landscape, it is likely to be found in the West Side neighborhoods. 

Karen is not simply one language, but a group of languages spoken by the Karen people 

of Burma (now Myanmar) and Thailand.  These languages are part of the Tibeto-Burman 

language family.  There are three branches of the Karen dialect, Pa’o, Pwo and Sgaw.  Pa’o is 

also known as Black Karen or White Karen and is spoken in Burma.  Pwo Karen is divided into 

four languages: Eastern Pwo, Western Pwo, Northern Pwo and Phrae Pwo and is spoken in 

eastern Burma and northern and western Thailand.  Sgaw is spoken in Burma and Thailand and 

has several dialects which some consider to be separate languages.  Karen is written in Mon 

script and has a syllabic alphabet (Ager, 2014c).  In recent history, schools in the Karen region 

were underfunded, and there is a high rate of illiteracy among the Karen (Barron et al., 2007). 
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Many Karen refugees initially settled in refugee camps or urban areas in Thailand.  Some but not 

all refugees in Thailand may have had access to formal education, and may be educated in Thai.  

Older Karen refugees may have had more schooling and may have had some schooling in 

English as well. 

Somali.  The third largest language spoken by English Language Learners in the Buffalo 

Public Schools is Somali (Alsace, 2012).  It is the official language of Somalia and also spoken 

in Ethiopia, Djibouti and Kenya.  Speakers of Somali in Buffalo are usually refugees, and being 

so typically live on the West Side of Buffalo.  Therefore any Somali language found in the 

linguistic landscape is likely to be found on the West Side.  As a written language, Somali may 

appear in any of several scripts including the Borama, Osmanya, Kaddare and Latin alphabets, 

and an Arabic based alphabet known as Wadaad’s writing.  Historically, Wadaad’s writing was 

used.  The other scripts were invented in the 20th century mainly for political reasons.  In the late 

1960s and early 1970s the debate over Somalia’s writing system was resolved and a spelling 

system using the Latin alphabet was settled upon (Ager, 2014f).  Once a writing system was 

created, education in Somalia was prioritized and became compulsory.  Education was also 

available to Somalians in Kenyan refugee camps, so many Somalians have some level of literacy 

(Putman & Noor, 1993). 

Arabic.  Arabic is the next most widely spoken language by ELLs in the Buffalo Public 

Schools (Alsace, 2012).  Many Arabic speakers are Iraqi refugees; however, Buffalo also has 

Egyptian and Lebanese populations as well as Arabic speakers from other countries throughout 

the Middle East and Africa.  As with other refugee groups, Arabic-speaking Iraqi refugees are 

likely to be concentrated on the West Side.  However, Arabic speakers from other countries also 
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live in North Buffalo and in suburbs to the North of Buffalo.  Therefore, Arabic in the linguistic 

landscape may be found on the west side or in North Buffalo.  Arabic is an abjad writing system 

based on consonant sounds and is written in Arabic script, a script originating from Aramaic.  

Written Arabic can be either Classical, the archaic language of the Qur’an, or Modern Standard, 

the language of the modern Arabic world.  Arabic scripts are read from right to left.  Arabic also 

has a Romanized written version, used mainly for electronic communication over social 

networking and text messaging.  There are several varieties of spoken Arabic including Egyptian, 

Algerian, Moroccan, Sudanese, Saidi, North Levantine, Mesopotamian and Najdi (Ager, 2014a).  

Many Arabic-speaking countries have strong education systems and it is likely that Arabic-

speaking populations, such as Iraqi refugees, have had formal schooling and literacy in Arabic 

(Ghareeb, Ranard, & Tutunji, 2008). 

Burmese.  Burmese is another language spoken by ELLs in Buffalo; like Karen speakers, 

Burmese speakers are primarily refugees from Burma (Myanmar).  Again, since the Burmese are 

primarily refugees, they are likely to live in the West Side neighborhoods of Buffalo and any 

Burmese language found in the linguistic landscape is likely to be found in the West Side 

neighborhoods.  The Burmese language is spoken by various cultural groups in Burma 

(Myanmar).  Burmese is written in the syllabic Mon alphabet, the same alphabet of the Karen 

languages (Ager, 2014b).  Burmese have relatively high literacy rates due to Buddhist monastery 

schools and government literacy campaigns; however, refugees living in camps in Thailand and 

those from rural areas may not have had as much access to education (Barron et al., 2007). 

Nepali.  Nepali is another language spoken by a population of refugee ELLs in Buffalo 

Public Schools.  As with other refugee populations, if any Nepali language is found in the 
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linguistic landscape, it is likely that it will be found on the West Side of Buffalo where many 

Nepali speakers live.  It is spoken in Nepal, Bhutan, Burma and India.  Many Nepali speakers in 

Buffalo are Bhutanese refugees and likely have spent several years in refugee camps in Nepal 

before arrival in the United States.  Nepali is an Indo-Aryan language and is written in the 

Devanāgarī alphabet. (Ager, 2014e).  It is likely that the Bhutanese refugees are literate in 

Nepali, as education is usually provided in refugee camps in Nepal (Ranard, 2007). 

Kirundi.  Kirundi speakers in Buffalo are also primarily refugees.  Being refugees, 

Kirundi speakers mainly live on the West Side of Buffalo.  If Kirundi appears in the linguistic 

landscape, it is most likely to appear on the West Side.  Kirundi is a Bantu language spoken 

primarily in Burundi, but also in Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of 

Congo.  Kirundi had no writing system until the 1940s, when a Latin alphabet writing system 

was developed and standardized (Ager, 2014d). 

Swahili.  There are also a number of speakers of Swahili in Buffalo.  Swahili speakers 

are, like many other language groups, concentrated on the West Side of Buffalo; therefore, if any 

Swahili is found in the linguistic landscape, it will likely be found on the West Side.  Swahili is 

the official language of Tanzania, Uganda and Kenya; it is also spoken in Burundi, the 

Democratic Republic of Congo, Mayotte, Mozambique, Oman, Rwanda, Somalia, South Africa, 

and the United Arab Emirates. It is also considered as a lingua franca in much of East Africa.  

Swahili is written in both Arabic and Latin scripts (Ager, 2014h). Speakers of Swahili may have 

come from several different countries in Africa, and may have lived in different refugee camps 

before arriving in the United States.  Therefore, there is a variety of educational experiences 

Swahili speakers may or may not have been exposed to. 
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Vietnamese.  Vietnamese is another language spoken by a noticeable population in 

Buffalo.  Vietnamese people also predominantly live on the West Side of Buffalo.  In the 

linguistic landscape, Vietnamese is most likely to be found in the West Side of Buffalo.  

Vietnamese is an Austroasiatic language and is spoken mainly in Vietnam, where it is the official 

language.  Vietnam was originally written in Chữ-nôm, a Siniform script and was similar to 

Chinese, but has also been written in a Latin based alphabet introduced by Catholic missionaries 

to Vietnam (Ager, 2014i).  Public education has been established in Vietnam, but schools are 

overcrowded and students often drop out after primary school to seek work.  In addition, children 

from rural areas may not have access to formal education (Vietnam, 2014).   

Language ideologies at play in Buffalo can be observed through a study of Buffalo’s 

linguistic landscape, and show what languages have power and prestige and which languages are 

marginalized.  Through looking beyond informative functions of signs and studying their 

symbolic functions, inferences can be made about the way the majority English speaking  

community in Buffalo values non-English speakers in the community.  In Buffalo, a city that is 

home to thousands of refugees with more being resettled in the city each year, it was anticipated 

that the linguistic landscape, though English dominant, would also give indication to the 

linguistic diversity of the area.   This study sought to determine if the linguistic landscape bears 

any reflection of the overall population of Buffalo, and what symbolic meanings signs in the 

linguistic landscape communicate, including larger issues of language ideologies, and 

marginalization of some languages while others are elevated. 

Methodology 

http://www.omniglot.com/writing/chunom.htm
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 This study examines the linguistic landscape of Buffalo, NY.  The linguistic landscape is 

the documentation of language found in the public space.  This includes street signs, shop and 

restaurant signs, billboards and other advertisements, and can even include graffiti and litter.  

This study determines whether or not the linguistic landscape reflects the population 

demographics of Buffalo, New York, and what symbolic meanings are carried by the linguistic 

landscape that might reflect larger issues.  These symbolic meanings could include what 

language ideologies are present, what language populations are excluded or marginalized in the 

linguistic landscape, and how some languages are elevated over others. 

Figure 1  
Buffalo Neighborhoods Map

�



ANALYZING THE MULTILINGUAL LINGUISTIC LANDSCAPE !32

Setting 

 This study took place in Buffalo, New York over the course of three months from 

February to April 2015.  Photographs were taken of signs in populated, commercial areas, with 

focus on areas that are populated by non-native English speakers.  Nearby neighborhoods with 

more homogeneous populations were also studied to provide a basis for comparison.  The map in 

Figure 1 was used as a source for neighborhood division (University at Buffalo, 2010).  

Neighborhoods were chosen based on U.S. census population information and information about 

ESL students published by the Buffalo public school system.  The neighborhoods chosen were 

all west of Main Street, south of Kenmore Avenue, which serves as the northern border of 

Buffalo, and north of Niagara Square in Downtown Buffalo.  To the West, The Niagara River 

provides a natural boundary for both the city and the area of the study.  

 The West Side and Lower West Side.  The central focus of this study was Buffalo’s 

West Side neighborhood.  Centering around the intersection of Grant and West Ferry street, this 

neighborhood is known for its diversity and significant refugee population.  The West Side of 

Buffalo is a historically Italian-American neighborhood.  In recent years, the West Side has been 

the central resettlement area for refugees and immigrants from across the globe, including 

Southeast Asian, Middle Eastern, and African countries.  The neighboring Lower West Side 

neighborhood of Buffalo was also a primary neighborhood in the study as it boasts a significant 

population of native Spanish speakers.  Though this is also a traditionally Italian-American 

neighborhood, the Lower West Side has become strongly associated with Buffalo’s Latino/a 

population, a group that is primarily Puerto Rican.  It was anticipated that the most language 

diversity in the linguistic landscape would be found on the West Side, particularly languages of 
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new refugee populations that have come to the area in recent years.  It was also anticipated that 

Spanish would be the most prominent non-English language in the Lower West Side.    

 Black Rock and Riverside.  Non-English speaking populations from the West Side and 

Lower West Side neighborhoods have also moved into surrounding neighborhoods, such as 

Black Rock and Riverside.  These neighborhoods are within a two mile radius of the West Side 

neighborhood, and the diversity the West Side is known for expands outward into surrounding 

neighborhoods.  Black Rock, neighboring the West Side to the North, has a rich history as a 

diverse working class neighborhood.  Throughout history, it was settled by German, Irish, and 

Polish people.  It also borders one of the narrowest parts of the Niagara River, which has 

historically brought Canadian and French people into the neighborhood as well.  Today its 

population remains diverse, as its close proximity to the West Side has brought refugee 

populations into the area.  Although Black Rock is considered a working class neighborhood, 

parts of the neighborhood are being revitalized, particularly those surrounding the intersection of 

Grant and Amherst Streets.  High end loft apartments, restaurants and shops have opened up in 

the area in recent years.   

 Just North of Black Rock, the Riverside neighborhood is also a historically working class 

neighborhood.  Like Black Rock, Riverside was also settled by many different European groups; 

however, being settled later than Black Rock, Riverside was home to a mostly American born 

working class.  Today, both neighborhoods have seen a shift in demographics, and are becoming 

more and more diverse.  Latino/as, African Americans, and refugees from all over, but especially 

from Burma, have moved into the neighborhood and increased its level of diversity.  It was 

anticipated that languages found in the West Side and Lower West Side would be be found in the 
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Black Rock/Riverside area, but in smaller numbers and that Burmese languages would be one of 

the most prominent non-English languages in the area. 

 North Buffalo.  North Buffalo is a primarily residential area, anchored by Hertel Avenue, 

a mainly commercial street with a variety of businesses including shops, salons, and restaurants.  

North Buffalo was settled by Italian immigrants, and still retains its ties to Italian heritage, with a 

section of Hertel designated as Buffalo’s Little Italy, which is the location of Buffalo’s annual 

Italian Heritage Festival.  North Buffalo was also known as the center of Buffalo’s Jewish 

community in the mid-20th century.  Today North Buffalo is also home to Arabic speaking 

populations, who have settled in North Buffalo and the neighboring northern suburbs.  Hertel 

Avenue has also become a very popular area for shopping and dining, and attracts people from 

other parts of the city and suburbs with its boutiques, restaurants and specialty stores.  It was 

anticipated that Arabic language would be found in North Buffalo.  It was also anticipated that 

Italian would be found on Hertel specifically, as both a prestige language and a heritage 

language. 

 The Elmwood Village, Allentown and Delaware.  The Elmwood Village is considered 

one of Buffalo’s hippest neighborhoods.  It is a relatively small neighborhood, centered around 

the popular Elmwood strip section of Elmwood Avenue.  This area is home to boutique shopping, 

trendy coffee shops, upscale and unique restaurants, salons and other local businesses.  The 

Elmwood Village is just north of Allentown.  Allentown is another small neighborhood and is a 

popular neighborhood for liberal thinking people.  It is home to bars, restaurants, book stores and 

stores that sell drug paraphernalia.  Allentown is also home to many bars that cater to Buffalo’s 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) community, and is also home to 
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Buffalo’s annual Pride Festival, which celebrates the LGBTQ community.  The Delaware 

neighborhood is adjacent to the Elmwood Village and Allentown.  It is home to many of 

Buffalo’s historical mansions, many of which have been converted to offices, museums and 

apartments.  There are also many upscale restaurants and some shopping, public services and 

municipal buildings in the Delaware neighborhood.  Although the Elmwood village borders the 

West Side, it was anticipated that language diversity in the linguistic landscape had not yet 

seeped into the gentrified and expensive neighborhood.  It was also anticipated that little to no 

language diversity in the linguistic landscape would be found in the Delaware neighborhood. It 

was anticipated that Allentown might have some diversity in the linguistic landscape, particularly  

including Spanish, due to it being a generally inclusive and accepting neighborhood and the fact 

that it is adjacent to the Lower West Side. 

Sample 

 Within the neighborhoods where this study took place, streets were chosen via purposive 

sampling.  Streets were chosen that would be likely to have at least some non-English signs, 

because of the surrounding population demographics.  All streets were partially commercial, and 

were relatively busy streets frequented by pedestrian or vehicle traffic.  These streets were 

partially or entirely on public transportation routes.  All streets were in or very close to Buffalo’s 

most linguistically diverse areas.  A total of six streets were chosen based on these criteria 

described above, each street representing a unique aspect of Buffalo’s linguistic landscape.  The 

six streets chosen were: Elmwood Avenue (including South Elmwood), Grant Street, Hertel 

Avenue, Niagara Street, Tonawanda Street, and West Ferry Street.  
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 Elmwood Avenue.  Running from North to South, a five mile stretch of Elmwood was 

studied from Kenmore Avenue, the northern border of Buffalo, to Court Street behind Niagara 

Square.  The neighborhoods that Elmwood spans include North Buffalo, The Elmwood Village, 

and Allentown; Elmwood serves as the border between the Lower West Side and Downtown.  

Elmwood is mainly commercial, and is best known for the Elmwood Village, considered 

Buffalo’s hippest neighborhood.  This area has become increasingly gentrified in recent years 

and is home to popular boutiques, coffee shops, galleries, restaurants and other businesses.  

Elmwood also borders Buffalo State College, Delaware Park, and several museums.  Elmwood is 

also one of the main streets in the Allentown neighborhood, known as being a very liberal, free 

spirited artistic community.  Allentown is also a popular area for Buffalo’s LGBTQ community. 

 Grant Street.  Grant Street is a two-mile street that runs from Austin Street to the north 

to Massachusetts Avenue to the south.  The point where it intersects with West Ferry Street is 

considered the heart of the West Side. In addition to the West Side, Grant Street also runs through 

part of Buffalo’s Black Rock neighborhood, and part of Buffalo State College’s campus.  

Although Grant has a bad reputation, being in a lower-income neighborhood, it is increasingly 

becoming known for representing the West Side’s international community, and is becoming a 

more popular neighborhood.  Grant is home to several markets, barbershops, international 

boutiques, and non-profits.  In recent years, book stores, record stores, and coffee shops have 

opened, and more businesses are opening each year.  It is also home to the West-Side Bazaar, an 

indoor marketplace which houses several food and shopping stands run by members of the 

international community.  The West-Side Bazaar allows refugees to run their own businesses 

with low rent and is a popular place to shop and eat year round.   
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 Hertel Avenue.  The entirety of Hertel Avenue was studied, a four mile stretch running 

west to east from Tow Path Park on the Niagara River to Main Street.  Hertel is associated with 

the North Buffalo neighborhood, but also runs through the Black Rock neighborhood.  In North 

Buffalo, Hertel is becoming an increasingly popular destination for shopping, dining and 

recreation, and several more businesses are set to open there in the near future.  It is also home to 

Buffalo’s annual Italian Heritage Festival, and a stretch of Hertel has been designated as 

Buffalo’s Little Italy.  In contrast to the relatively affluent North Buffalo section of Hertel, the 

Black Rock section of Hertel is in a lower-income area.  It is still primarily commercial, but has 

more vacant buildings and public housing projects.  Hertel’s linguistic landscape provides a good 

picture of two very different neighborhoods in Buffalo, New York. 

 Niagara Street.  Within the perimeter of this study, Niagara Street was photographed 

from Vulcan Street in the North to Niagara Square in the South.  Niagara is one of Buffalo’s 

western-most streets, and through most of its course, is cut off from the Niagara River only by 

the Interstate 1-90, which runs somewhat parallel to it.  An approximately five and a half mile 

stretch of Niagara was studied which ran through the Lower West Side, West Side, Black Rock, 

and Riverside neighborhoods.  The section of Niagara in the Lower West Side is known for its 

Puerto Rican population and is home to the annual Puerto Rican and Hispanic Day Parade of 

Western New York.  Being so close to the river, Niagara Street also flanks many parks, as well as 

industrial areas that use the water way.  The linguistic landscape of Niagara gives insight into the 

populations of many of the neighborhoods it bisects. 

 Tonawanda Street.  Tonawanda Street branches off of Niagara Street in Black Rock and 

runs through the center of the Black Rock neighborhood and into the Riverside neighborhood.  
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Tonawanda was studied within Buffalo to the Buffalo/Tonawanda border at Vulcan Street, 

altogether an approximately two mile stretch. Within Black Rock, Tonawanda begins in an 

abandoned industrial area, and breaks at Amherst Street due to train tracks.  Once it reconvenes, 

it is a combination residential and commercial area.  In Riverside, it is considered one of the 

main streets in the neighborhood, where it runs along Riverside Park and is home to many shops, 

banks, markets and restaurants as well as a library.  Recently, international restaurants have 

opened or are soon to open on Tonawanda Street.  Tonawanda provides a good picture of the 

closely-tied Black Rock and Riverside neighborhoods; however, as more businesses come into 

the area, the linguistic landscape is likely to change in the near future. 

 West Ferry Street.  West Ferry Street runs from west to east beginning at Niagara Street 

through the West Side of Buffalo and passes through the Elmwood Village and the Delaware 

neighborhood before becoming East Ferry Street at Main Street.  This stretch from Niagara to 

Main is slightly less than two miles and provides a variety of linguistic landscapes in areas with 

different socioeconomic populations.  On the West Side, West Ferry is primarily commercial, 

with many restaurants and businesses.  It is, along with Grant Street, considered to be the heart of 

the West Side and is known for being an international area.  Beyond the West Side, West Ferry is 

primarily residential, however some schools and businesses can be found sporadically. 

Procedure    

  In March and April 2015 each of the sampled streets was walked and all visible signage on 

both sides of each street was photographed, documented and categorized.  All signs were 

included in order to gain a holistic picture of the overall linguistic landscape.  Detailed notes 

were taken on each sign, using the observation protocol found in Appendix B.  Repeated signs 



ANALYZING THE MULTILINGUAL LINGUISTIC LANDSCAPE !39

that occur often throughout the linguistic landscape, such as one way signs, stop signs, bus stop 

signs, and parking directive signs, were only photographed once per street, unless they exhibited 

notable differences from their counterparts, such as interesting graffiti or other languages 

present.  Language that is in motion, such as advertisements on city buses, food trucks, and other 

vehicles or language on t-shirts,was not intentionally photographed.  Although they add to the 

linguistic landscape and become a part of it for a moment in time, they are temporal, difficult to 

capture, and may be part of any number of neighborhoods’ and streets’ linguistic landscapes.  

Each sign was categorized by language(s), purposes, and type, such as shop signs, street signs, 

and advertisements using the categorization chart found below, adapted from categories 

established by Spolsky (2009).  

Table 1 
Categorization Chart

Type of Sign Indicators

Street Sign Signs commissioned by the government at any level to indicate street 
names, directions, and traffic directives.

Place Name Sign Signs naming the building or other place they are located at.  These can 
be government commissioned, such as schools, libraries, parks and 
municipal buildings, or private, such as restaurants and shops.

Commemorative 
Sign

Signs commissioned by the government, usually plaques or engravings 
to commemorate historical events or important people.

Warning Notices/
Prohibitions

Signs commissioned by the government to inform the public of laws and 
regulations, or to inform the public about a matter of public safety.  This 
category may also include private signs that indicate prohibitions or 
safety notices, such as a ‘no trespassing’ sign or other privately made 
caution signs.

Advertisement Signs created by private actors with the intention of selling a product or 
service to the reader. These include billboards, signs outside of shops, 
electronic displays or marquees, and banners advertising products, 
services or events geared toward consumers.
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  Once all the photographs were documented, informative purposes of the signs were 

determined.  Informative purposes include the basic function of the sign and message it 

explicitly conveys (Landry & Bourhis, 1997) and are tied directly to the category of the sign.  

After that, notable signs were analyzed for any symbolic meanings they held.  These meanings 

were inferred from the photographs taken.  Originally, impromptu interviews were to be 

conducted with people directly involved in the display of the sign, such as a business owner, in 

order to better see if the sign displayed has symbolic purpose.  Interview questions related 

specifically to signs in the linguistic landscape and identifying information were not to be 

collected from participants.  Any identifiable information that would have accidentally been 

revealed was not documented or used in write-ups of collected data.  Interviewees were to be 

informed about the research and the purpose for the interview (see Appendix C).  From this 

information, conclusions about symbolic meanings found in the linguistic landscape and how 

they may affect minority language populations was determined.  Non-English signs were 

documented on a map to gain a better visual understanding of non-English languages found in 

Buffalo’s linguistic landscape. 

 Instruments.  Information about Buffalo’s linguistic landscape was collected primarily 

through taking pictures of signs in the linguistic landscape using a Canon Powershot 16.1 

megapixel digital camera. Using an observation protocol found in Appendix B, these pictures 

were categorized by type using the categorization grid found in the table above.  The languages 

Objects Signs or words on objects that label those objects in some way, such as 
mail boxes and phone booths

Graffiti Language in the public space that has not been commissioned by 
government or private actors and has been created subversively and 
illegally. 
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found in the signs were documented as well as the addresses or approximate addresses.  

Additional data was intended to be collected in the form of interviews with shop-owners and/or 

sign-makers.  These questions were semi-structured, but samples of interview questions can be 

found in Appendix D.  The information collected furthers linguistic landscape research, 

particularly in diverse, multi-lingual cities in the United States.  

Limitations   

 It is important to note that there are some factors that may affect the data in this study.  

Human error may have contributed to some signs being missed.  Streets were walked on both 

sides and pictures were taken, signs were counted and categorized from the pictures.  In some 

cases, signs may have been obstructed by objects or pedestrians, and signs behind the direction 

of walking may have been missed.  For example, if a street sign had graffiti on the back of it and 

walking was done in the direction of traffic, that instance of graffiti may not have been observed.  

Precautions were taken to avoid this type of error and signs were paid very close attention to; 

however, it is possible that some signs were missed and the count of total signs is not exact.  It is 

also important to note that this study only reflects one point in time and the linguistic landscape 

at one point in time.  For example, it was observed between the time of data collection and the 

time of this writing that at least two of the signs containing non-English discussed below have 

changed.  One billboard containing Spanish on Elmwood Avenue, and one place name sign 

containing Arabic on Hertel Avenue have changed.  In both cases the signs still contain their 

respective non-English languages, but the specific representations of those languages has 

changed.  
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 As previously mentioned, interviews with shop owners would have provided a more 

informed understanding of symbolic meanings.  As interviews did not take place, symbolic 

meanings were speculated with no information from those involved in the creation and display of 

the sign, and may have been misinterpreted.   

Results 

 After the study was done, categorizations of signs were counted and an overall 

understanding of the linguistic landscape for each street was determined.  Non-English signs 

were counted and plotted on an electronic map, which can be found at https://www.google.com/

maps/d/edit?mid=zbk0wn6Kji84.kHgoQ43sTUYI.  After the study was done, another category 

of signs was created, titled Signs of Vacancy.  This category included for sale, for rent and for 

lease signs.  These signs are important to the linguistic landscape because they indicate the 

number of vacant properties in an area, which can also be an indication of an area’s 

socioeconomic status and population. Some signs that were encountered over the course of the 

study which were considered unable to be categorized in the categorization chart included: signs 

indicating business hours, licenses held such as on a motor vehicle repair shop, signs indicating 

an ATM is available within an establishment, menus or lists of services provided, enter/exit 

signs, fallout shelter signs, bus schedules, help wanted signs and signs indicating whether a 

business is open or closed.  For the most part, unless these signs are in languages other than 

English they are not significant to this study, however they are still a part of the linguistic 

landscape.  It was necessary to create this category so that these signs would not be misplaced in 

other categories they did not quite fit into, therefore skewing the overall count. 

Elmwood Avenue 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=zbk0wn6Kji84.kHgoQ43sTUYI
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 Elmwood Avenue was by far the most sign-heavy street studied, where approximately 

1,750 signs were photographed.  Nearly half of these signs were advertisements in shop windows 

or affixed to lamp posts;  a total of 817 advertisements were counted.  Signs categorized as place 

name signs photographed and counted totaled 370.  Another significant percentage of signs were 

graffiti, not only in the form of tags, but street art and stickers affixed to signs, mailboxes, 

parking meters and other objects. On the popular Elmwood Strip, the back of nearly every street 

sign encountered on Elmwood Avenue had more than one sticker affixed to it; in total, 365 

instances of graffiti were counted.  There were also 153 notices, most of which were parking 

notices.  A total of 114 street signs, 46 signs of vacancy, 16 commemorative signs, and 13 object 

naming signs were counted and photographed.  There were also 222 signs that were not able to 

be categorized on Elmwood Avenue. 

Figure 2 - Non-English signs on Elmwood
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 Out of all the signs counted on Elmwood, only 25 contained non-English languages.  Of 

these 25, ten signs contained or were entirely in Spanish.  Four of the Spanish signs were 

advertisements, the other six were place name signs.  Of the rest of the signs containing non-

English languages, three were all or partially in Italian, three signs contained Chinese characters, 

two signs were Greek words in Latin script, one sign was in French, one sign was in Polish, one 

sign was partially in Hebrew, one sign contained a Japanese character, one sign contained a 

Hindi character, and one sign contained an Arabic word written in Latin script.  German was also 

found in an instance of graffiti in the form of sticker affixed to a lamppost.   

 Spanish.  Within the Elmwood Village, two Spanish or partially Spanish signs were 

found.  Both signs were place name signs of restaurants.  These restaurants were, ¡Toro! and 

Agave Mexican Restaurant.  Both restaurants featured modern looking, three dimensional, 

professionally manufactured signs affixed to their building.  

  In Allentown, there were three establishments at two locations that contained Spanish on 

their signs.  The signs containing Spanish were all place name signs, and were all mostly or 

entirely in Spanish.  The three establishments were, El Buen Amigo, Rick y Mara Casa de Arte, 

Figure 4  
El Buen Amigo
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Figure 3 
¡Toro!
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and Instituto Latino Americano.  El Buen Amigo had three different place name signs, one on 

each visible side of the building.  The place name sign facing north was a hanging banner and 

read El Buen Amigo’s handmade, fair-trade & natural and in very small letters along the bottom 

made by people for our amigos.  The place name sign facing south is a large splatter painting, 

with a top border with hand painted lettering reading El Buen Amigo and a bottom border reading 

The Good Friend.  This sign directly translates the place name from Spanish to English.  The 

sign on the front of the shop (see figure 4) reads el buen amigo.org and in smaller letters 

underneath Latin American Cultural Assoc. Inc. and A Non Profit Org Fair Trade Crafts.  The 

sign is also decorated with paintings of natural things and types of wares sold inside.  Allentown 

is also home to Casa de Arte Art Gallery and the Latin American Institute or Instituto Latino 

Americano.  The sign for Casa de Arte is, with the exception of the place name Allentown, 

entirely in Spanish. A second sign above it reads Art Gallery in English.  The Latin American 

Institute has two signs, one free standing sign in the yard in Spanish, and one affixed to the 

building outside the door in English and Spanish.  This sign listed services and classes offered at 

the Latin American institute, including Spanish and other language classes for adults and Spanish 

classes for children and Latin dance classes.    

 The Lower West Side/Downtown section of Elmwood had the highest number of Spanish 

signs, a total of five signs in a .8 mile stretch.  All but one of these five signs were 

advertisements.  The first advertisement was found at Double Sixes Barbershop and was partially 

in Spanish and partially in English (see figure 5).  Vinyl letters affixed to the window read los 

mejores usando straight razors which roughly translates to using the best straight razors and 

underneath listed several different hairstyles, some in English and some in Spanish—fades, 



ANALYZING THE MULTILINGUAL LINGUISTIC LANDSCAPE !46

edges, tapers, low fades, v-cuts, recortes a tijera.  Recortes a tijera roughly translates to scissor 

cuts in English.  The barbershop was adjacent to the residential side streets on the Lower West 

Side.  Near the barbershop was the Herman Badillo Bilingual Academy, an English/Spanish 

bilingual school (see figure 6).  On the school’s free-standing place name sign was an 

announcement board, one side facing north, which was in Spanish, and the other side, facing 

south, which was in English.  For the most part, the two sides of the sign said the same thing, 

however the final line was different.  In Spanish, it read, la asistencia cuenta, roughly translated 

as attendance counts in English. On the opposite side of the sign in English, the bottom line 

stated when the Math Test would be.  Three more advertisements were found on Elmwood: two 

billboards and a window sign.  The window sign was found outside the Evergreen Health 

Services building, and was part of a series of advertisements affixed to their windows.  Of seven 

signs of similar design, this was the only one that contained Spanish language.  The sign read, me 

siento seguro aquí, which in English translates to I feel safe here.  The advertising campaign 

showed various photographs of people and featured first-person tag lines about how Evergreen 

took care of them or made the feel positively about their healthcare experience.  There were also 

two Spanish billboards on the Lower West Side/Downtown section of Elmwood.  One was in 

English and Spanish and one was in Spanish with the exception of proper names and web 

addresses.  The first billboard was for the West Side Youth Development Coalition (see figure 7).  

In large blue letters it read, in English, Be a parent: you’re the #1 influence on kids and 

underneath in slightly smaller red letters, the same message was translated into Spanish: sea un 

buen padre: ud. es quien tiene más influencia sobre sus hijos.  The second billboard was an 

advertisement for Fidelis Care, a health insurance agency.  The billboard read Yo quiero Fidelis 
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Care, meaning I want or I desire Fidelis Care.  This was the only text on the sign other than a 

website and phone number. 

 Italian.  Italian was found on three place name signs on Elmwood Avenue, all within the  

Village.  The three locations were all eateries of some sort, specializing in different aspects of 

Italian cuisine.  These three locations were: Casa-di-Pizza, Cecelia’s Ristorante, and Gelatería 

Luca Gelati.  In all three instances, the place name was in Italian, but all other signs were in 

English, with the exception of food names that are commonly accepted in the English language, 

such as pizza.  Place names at Casa-di-Pizza and Gelatería Luca Gelati were printed on awnings 

over the store front, and Gelatería Luca Gelati also had vinyl window lettering with their place 

Figure 5  
Advertisement at Double Sixes
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Herman Badillo Bilingual Academy
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name.  Cecelia’s Ristorante’s place-name signs were large professionally manufactured 

illuminated signs, one above the doorway, and one free standing sign in front of the building. 

 Chinese.  Three Chinese restaurants were located on Elmwood, all of which portrayed 

place name signs with mostly English writing, decorated by Chinese characters.  These three 

restaurants were Hong Kong Kitchen, Chinese Kitchen and Great Wall.  In all three cases, 

Chinese signage on the outside of the building was limited to two to four characters on the 

Chinese place name signs.  Chinese Kitchen and Great Wall both had two professionally 

manufactured illuminated signs.  Each had one above the storefront and a freestanding or 

hanging sign.  Hong Kong Kitchen’s sign was printed onto the awning above the storefront. 

 Greek.  Two instances of Greek, which were both written in Latin Script, were found on 

Elmwood Avenue.  Both instances were place name signs and found at the same location, a 

restaurant called Nektar & Ambrosia.  Nektar and Ambrosia used to be two separate locations on 

Elmwood owned by the same person, but merged into the same building, the location of Nektar, 

which still bears the large place name sign above the storefront.  Ambrosia’s signs have been 

added to the window.  Both the word’s nektar and ambrosia are Greek words, but are 

recognizable to English speakers, nektar being a cognate of nectar, and ambrosia being the name 

given to a popular picnic food, which coincidentally translates to nectar of the gods in Greek. 

 French.  The one instance of French found was on the store front of a shop called Atilier, 

meaning workshop in French.  The store was a women’s clothing and accessories shop, and had 

fashionable dresses on display in the window.  The word was made up of large, metal letters in a 

brassy finish affixed to a black background, giving the typography a sophisticated, elegant, old-

world feel. 
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 Polish.  The instance of Polish occurred on a shop sign, the name of the shop was Ró, the 

Polish word for different. Ró is a furniture and home goods store that specializes in antique and 

reclaimed furniture and housewares, and in doing so, promotes sustainability.  Ró had a hanging 

sign above their store front, a small free standing sign in front of the shop, and a vinyl window 

sticker on the front door.  All three of these signs featured Ró’s simplistic logo, a minimalistic 

sans-serif font within a perfect circle. 

 Japanese.  The single instance of Japanese found in Elmwood Avenue’s linguistic 

landscape was in one very small Japanese character on the place name sign of Sato, Japanese 

restaurant.  Sato is a Romanized Japanese surname and dominates the sign, followed by the 

English words, modern Japanese cuisine.  The Japanese character almost acts as a punctuation 

mark, and from afar, could be seen as a period rather than a Japanese symbol.  The large, three-

dimensional, modern, brushed steel sign is illuminated behind the letters Sato and the rest of the 

text, including the Japanese symbol, is also illuminated. 

 Hindi.  The one instance of Hindi on Elmwood Avenue was found on a large vinyl decal 

on the window of a Yoga Studio.  The character for om, a meditative chant often used in yoga, 

was written inside a celestial sun and moon picture.  This symbol is often associated with yoga 

and new age religion as a sign of peace and meditation. 

 Hebrew.  Hebrew characters were found on the place name sign of the Congregation 

Beth Abraham building, a Jewish meeting center.  The sign was a small unassuming sign above 

the doorway of the house-like building.  The Hebrew words were above the English words, and 

were approximately the same size but were written in yellow, whereas the English signs were 
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written in white.  In between the two languages, a large decorative Star of David was the focus of 

the sign. 

 Arabic.  Although no Arabic Script was found in Elmwood Avenue’s linguistic 

landscape,  Arabic words written in Roman script were found on the place name sign of Habibi 

Sheesha Lounge.  This popular hookah bar recently closed, but its place name signs were still 

affixed to the outside of the building.  Although the word sheesha is becoming more well known 

in the United States, a word relating to smoking hookah water pipes, habibi is a distinctly Arabic 

word.  With no precise English translation, habibi is a term of endearment one uses to refer to a 

dear friend.  It is similar to the English words my love, sweetie or baby, but is gender neutral and 

not always used romantically.  In Arabic speaking cultures, same-gender friendships are viewed 

differently than in the United States, particularly among men.  The word habibi fits in with this 

cultural viewpoint and to those that understand the Arabic word, the place name could be 

perceived as a place where dear friends gather together to smoke. 

 German.  A sticker was affixed to a lamppost outside the Albright Knox art gallery, 

across the street from Buffalo State college, with the German words Tod Und Hass Dem S04 

Figure 8  
German Sticker
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with a caricature of a hand giving the middle finger and a S04 Soccer team logo broken into 

pieces in the background (see figure 8).  This was the only instance of German language found 

on Elmwood Avenue and was counted as graffiti because the sticker was not placed on the 

lamppost legally.  This sticker, which roughly translates to death and hate to the S04 refers to a 

German Soccer club.  The sticker was likely placed by a fan of a rival team who may or may not 

understand German, but the message of the sticker is clear by the graphics accompanying the 

sticker. 

Grant Street 

 On Grant Street, approximately 900 signs were photographed.  Of these 900 signs,  494 

were categorized as advertisements, 127 were categorized as place name signs, there were 84 

instances of graffiti, 64 signs were categorized as notices, 47 signs were categorized as street 

signs, there were nine signs of vacancy, five were categorized as commemorative signs and one 

was categorized as an object naming sign.   

 Of these 900 signs, 46 signs were all or partially in non-English languages.  The most 

prominent languages were Burmese languages (Burmese, Karen, etc.) which are difficult to 

distinguish between because they use the same alphabet system.  A total of 19 signs contained  

Burmese languages, all place name signs and advertisements. A total of 16 signs were found that 

were in or contained Spanish, three signs contained Arabic, one sign contained Ethiopian 

characters, one sign containing Chinese was found, and one Polish sign was found.  There was 

also one sign in an unknown Asian language, and three signs that contained several languages in 

addition to English, including some in already mentioned languages.   Only four of the non-

English signs found were found in the Black Rock section of Grant.  These four signs contained 
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Spanish, Ethiopian, Chinese and Polish.  All other non-English signs on Grant were found on the 

West side. 

 Burmese languages.  Signs that contained some form of Burmese writing were found at 

five locations.  Because multiple languages use the Burmese alphabet, it is difficult to determine 

whether a sign is in Burmese, Karen, Karenni, or Chin without a translator.  It is likely that most 

of these signs are in Karen or Burmese, as these are the largest populations of Burmese refugees 

in Buffalo.   

Figure 9 - Non-English Signs on Grant
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 The first set of Burmese signs was affixed to the door of the West Side Bazaar (see figure 

10).  In total there were five signs and all appeared to be advertisements or flyers of some sort.  

One sign advertised Future Land Daycare, which were the only English words on an otherwise 

entirely Burmese sign.  Another sign was for a Burmese realtor, which contained a lot of 

Burmese writing and only the words Licensed Real Estate Salesperson Realty Edge Inc. along 

with an address and cell number were in English.  There was also a flyer that appeared to have 

cars for sale, most of which was written in Burmese, but with English car makes in English.  Two 

signs were entirely in Burmese script, with colorful decorative elements, but nothing explicitly 

revealing what they were advertising. 

 The next set of Burmese signs was found at Golden Burma market (see figure 11).  The 

large place name sign above the store front contained both English and Burmese script, in about 

equal sizes.  Burmese script was in the middle and English words on either side read, Golden 

Burma and Asia Food.  There was a sign that read Special affixed to the door with hand written 

Burmese writing, as well as an empty rice sack with Burmese script in one of the windows, a 

Figure 10 
Burmese Flyers at the West Side Bazaar
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vertical banner with Burmese script followed by the English Asia Food.  There were also two 

advertisements in Burmese in the windows (see figure 12), one for Lactasoy SoyMilk, which 

were also the only English words on the sign, and one for a line of products from Yoma 

Myanmar, another sign that was mostly in Burmese, other than the brand name, Yoma Myanmar 

and the words Organic, no preservative, no MSG We are United States FDA registered, in small 

letters at the bottom of the sign. 

 Lin Asian market also had five signs in Burmese languages, the place name sign and four 

advertisements (see figure 13).  There was also an advertisement in an unknown Asian language 

outside this market.  Lin Asian Market’s place name sign had large, red, Burmese Script, 

Figure 11 
Golden Burma
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Figure 12  
Burmese Advertisements at Golden Burma

� �



ANALYZING THE MULTILINGUAL LINGUISTIC LANDSCAPE !55

followed by bolder, but equally large English letters Lin Asian Market.  Other than the address 

this was the only text on the sign.  There were also four advertisements on the building. There 

was a large window display advertisement that read, Lin Asian Market…~ followed by five lines 

of Burmese script.  An equally sized window display advertisement had two lines of an unknown 

Asian language.  The other three advertisements were flyers affixed to the windows.  One 

advertisement appeared to be for a hair salon, as it featured two photographs of women with 

shiny hair; however, the only English words on the sign were FREE and the address.  Another 

advertisement was for iT Garden Cellphones & Computers Sales and Service.  Almost all of this 

flyer was Burmese with the exception of the name of the business and logos of American cell 

phone companies.  A third advertisement was entirely in Burmese script and featured pictures of 

flowers.  This advertisement was identical to one found at the West Side Bazaar.  

 The business, iT Garden, advertised outside Lin Asian market had three signs containing 

Burmese language, and one additional sign that contained Burmese and other non-English 

languages that will be discussed later.  The place name sign over the store front was mostly in 

English, with large letters that read Cellphones & Computers Sales and Service followed by a 

Figure 13 
Window Advertisements at Lin Asian Market
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smaller line of Burmese script, followed by a smaller line that read Smart Phone, Tablet, 

Desktop, Laptop, Mac, PC (see figure 14). This writing was flanked on either side by a logo 

reading iT Garden.  There was also a similar sign in either window,  English dominant, with one 

small line of Burmese script.  There was also a line of Burmese script in vinyl lettering affixed to 

the door, followed by the Hours of operation, also in vinyl lettering and approximately the same 

size as the Burmese script. 

 The final sign in Burmese found on Grant street was located at the Salvation Army Corps 

and Community Center.  The sign was entirely in Burmese and appeared to be a domestic 

violence hotline.  It was paired with an identical sign in Spanish, but no identical sign in English 

or any other language. The flyer featured a number to call to report domestic violence.  The 

phone number contained the English word help which was the only English language present on 

the sign.  

 Spanish.  The six place name signs found in Spanish included two churches (one of 

which had two different place name signs), two shops and a community center that was also the 

site of a church.  The two churches both had place name signs entirely in Spanish.  These were 

the Iglesia Hispania Metodista Libre Nueva Vision, which directly translates to church hispanic 

Figure 14 
iT Garden
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methodist free new vision, keeping in mind Spanish word order is different than English.  In 

addition to large signs affixed to the top of the building, there was another hand painted sign 

affixed to the building where the church name was wrapped around a logo featuring a cross in a 

blue circle and nueva vision was in quotation marks and was below the logo, separated from the 

rest of the text above the logo.  The other church Iglesia de Jesucristo la senoa antigua, also 

listed the names of the church leaders.  It was a signboard with interchangeable letters and was 

the only sign outside the building.  This was also the only Spanish sign found on Grant Street in 

the Black Rock neighborhood.  There were also two store fronts with Spanish place names, Casa 

Bonita Beauty House of Linens and Furniture and Casa Bonita Furniture and Mattresses.  Both 

businesses appeared to have their wares for sale and had the same phone number on their signs, 

so it is safe to assume that they are owned by the same people.  Casa Bonita translates beautiful 

house in English, a fitting name for a furniture store.  The words casa bonita were the only 

words present in Spanish on both Store fronts. The final Spanish place name sign read The 

Salvation Army Corps and Community Center Iglesia Cristiana.  This sign also featured the text 

The Salvation Army within the The Salvation Army logo to the right.  The rest of the text of the 

sign was in uniform letters, English on one line and Spanish on the line below.  The Spanish 

words, Iglesia Cristiana means Christian Church in English. 

 The Spanish advertisements found on Grant Street ranged from flyers affixed to 

lampposts and posters in windows, to more permanent vinyl window stickers and illuminated 

plastic signs.  Advertisements all or partially in Spanish included two flyers affixed to lampposts 

and one flyer in a storefront window, three posters in windows, two vinyl stickers affixed to 

windows, an illuminated plastic sign in a store front window, and a large bus shelter 
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advertisement.  The two flyers affixed to lampposts were both for events at the Iglesia Hispana 

Metodista Libre Nueva Vision (see figure 15).  Both flyers were entirely in Spanish, and one of 

the two flyers was accompanied by an almost identical flyer in English, but the two signs were 

not exact translations of one another.  The other Spanish flyer was mentioned above, and was for 

a domestic violence hotline.  It was entirely in Spanish with the exception of the English word 

help in the phone number.  As mentioned above, it was paired with an almost identical flyer in 

Burmese script. The Salvation Army Community Center also had a large poster for the on-site 

Iglesia Cristiana.  This poster listed their weekly meeting and a bible verse, and other than the 

words Buffalo Temple Corps and The Salvation Army was entirely in Spanish.  The other two 

posters in Spanish were found in the store front windows at iT Garden and were advertisements 

for mobile phone companies, one for ultra mobile and one for Simple Mobile.  Each of these two 

advertisements was entirely in Spanish, and there were other English advertisements for these 

and other mobile phone companies in English hanging in the window also.  These 

advertisements appear to be produced by the mobile phone companies, and sent to the store, who 

is an authorized dealer of the phones.  There were also two vinyl window stickers in Spanish 

down the street at Cricket Wireless (see figure 16).  All other signs at Cricket Wireless were in 

English.  Another national business that had a single Spanish sign among several English-only 

signs on their corner storefront was Jackson Hewitt.  Other than the words tax service which 

were a part of Jackson Hewitt’s logo, the sign was entirely in Spanish and read Nuestra Mission: 

Clientes satisfechos, meaning, Our Mission: Satisfied Clients.  The sign was a large illuminated 

plastic sign hanging in the window, and was relatively permanent compared to the flyers and 

window-clings at the other locations. The final advertisement containing Spanish was a bilingual 
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bus shelter advertisement by the WSYDC.  The advertisement contained the same text as their 

billboard on Elmwood and included a picture of a large hand holding a small hand, likely 

because the portrait orientation of the bus shelter advertising space allowed for it.  

 Arabic.  Three signs that contain Arabic were found at two locations on Grant Street.  All 

three signs were advertisements, and both locations were local shops.  One was a fashion retailer, 

and one a market.  The fashion retailer, Nebra’s Fashion, had an advertisement in the window for 

Yemenia Yemen Airways (see figure 17).  The sign was bilingual in English and Arabic, 

Figure 15 
Spanish Church Event Flyers
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Figure 16 
Spanish Signs at Cricket Wireless
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featuring English on left, and Arabic, which is read from right to left, on the right.  Text on both 

sides of the advertisement were in the same colors and font sizes. The other two advertisements 

were outside a small market, called Kat Food Market.  The market appeared to appeal to a 

variety of international customers, particularly those from the Middle East and Africa.  One of 

the two advertisements featured a series of prepaid phone cards affixed to a sign in the window 

(see figure 18).   Four of the prepaid phone cards read baladi yemen and featured English and 

Arabic writing on them.  The other sign was an advertisement in English, listing items the store 

sold with pictures of the items.  Some of the grocery items pictured contained Arabic writing on 

them. 

 Although these were the only three instances of Arabic script found on Grant Street, there 

were also several markets that advertised in English that they offered Halal meats (see figure 19).  

Halal is an Arabic word referring to a Muslim food preparation practice.   Although these 

Figure 17 
Yemenia Advertisment
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markets did not show evidence of Arabic language, they did communicate a message to the 

native Arabic speaking community. 

 Ethiopian.  One instance of Ethiopian language was found on the place name sign of 

Lucy Ethiopian Cuisine (figure 20).  There were two Ethiopian characters on the awning of the 

restaurant, flanking either side of the Lucy logo, which featured an illustration of a woman’s face 

surrounded by the English words, Lucy Ethiopian Cuisine.  The rest of the language on the sign 

was English, listing some of the services and specialties offered.  

Figure 18 
Phone cards at Kat Food Market
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Figure 19 
Halal sign
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Figure 20 
Lucy Ethiopian Cuisine
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 Chinese.  One instance of Chinese was found on Grant Street, in the Black Rock 

neighborhood, on the awning of the Chinese take-out restaurant, No.1 Kitchen.  A Chinese 

character flanked either side of the English restaurant name.  All other signs on the store front 

were written in English.  Interestingly enough, there was one other Chinese restaurant on Grant, 

but it did not have any Chinese characters present outside the building.   

 Italian.  The one Italian sign found was a small plaque affixed to the door of sweet_ness 

7, a coffee shop on Grant Street.  The plaque read, vietato' entrare con le biciclette. The sign is 

informing patrons that it is prohibited to enter the business with bicycles.  There is no English 

sign with a similar message present anywhere.  The doorway of sweet_ness 7 had many other 

English language and decorative signs and stickers decorating it.  

 Polish.  One Polish sign was found in Grant Street’s linguistic landscape, at the Polish 

Cadets building, a community center for the Polish Community (see figure 21).  The sign reads 

Dom Kadetȯw Polskich, which translates to Polish Cadets House.  The sign was engraved into 

the building, and was a fairly permanent fixture in the linguistic landscape.  Black Rock, 

particularly the section near the intersection of Grant and Amherst where this sign was found, 

had a historically significant Polish population.  All the modern signs on the building read Polish 

Cadets as the place name. 

Figure 21 
Polish Cadets
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 Signs containing multiple non-English languages.  A total of three signs at two 

separate locations were found that contained more than one non-English language in addition to 

English.  These were not included in the initial counts of the previously mentioned languages, 

even though some previously mentioned languages were included.  All three signs were 

categorized as advertisements.  One of these signs was found in the window of iT Garden (see 

figure 22).  The right side of the sign was mostly taken up by iT Garden’s logo, a large blue 

square with the place name in white letters inside it.  To the left, in large English letters the sign 

read, in English, Cellphones Computers Sales and Service.  Underneath that, in increasingly 

smaller letters there was a line of Burmese script, a line of Nepali, a line of Arabic, and a line of 

Somali. 

 The other two of the signs with multiple non-English languages were flyer 

advertisements from the WSYDC and were found displayed in the window of the Salvation 

Army Community Center.  One of these two signs bore the same message previously seen on the 

WSYDC’s billboard on Elmwood and bus shelter advertisement on Grant: Be A Parent: You’re 

the #1 Influence on Kids see figure 23).  This message was in English and Spanish as it was on 

the other two ads, and additionally included the message in Arabic, Somali, and a Burmese 

language.  WSYDC’s second flyer bore a similar message in the same five languages: Parenting 

Figure 22 
iT Garden advertisement
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is Everybody’s Responsibility! Be a Responsible Parent (see figure 24).  Both signs were in the 

same layout, the messages were all written on two lines per language with Arabic first, Spanish 

second, English third and in the center of the sign, followed by Somali and finally, Burmese 

script.  As with WSYDC’s other signs, English was slightly larger than all other languages, and 

as mentioned, in this case it was centered on each sign.  

Figure 23 
Multilingual Be A Parent Flyer

Figure 24 
Multilingual Parenting Responsibility Flyer
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Hertel Avenue  

 On Hertel Avenue, approximately 1,200 signs were photographed.  Of these signs, 379 

were categorized as advertisements, 311 signs were categorized as place names, 148 were 

uncategorized, 126 were categorized as notices, and 99 were categorized as street signs.  There 

were also 77 instances of graffiti on Hertel, 41 signs indicating vacancy, 16 object naming signs 

and nine commemorative signs.   

 Of these signs, approximately 40 signs were found containing non-English languages.  

The majority of the signs were place names, although there were also advertisements, 

commemorative signs, street signs and in one case, a parking notice containing a non-English 

Figure 25 - Non-English Signs on Hertel
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place name.  A total of 16 signs at seven locations were all or partially in Arabic.  12 signs were 

all or partially in Italian; however, it is important to note that one of these signs recurred 

throughout the street but was only counted once.  A total of three signs were all or partially in 

Spanish, three signs at one location were all or partially in Hebrew, two signs were all or 

partially in French, two signs contained Chinese characters, one sign was in Polish, one sign 

contained a German word, and one sign was in Latin.  All but the Polish sign were found in the 

North Buffalo neighborhood; the Polish sign was found just within Black Rock. 

Figure 26 
Baghdad

Figure 27 
Newroz Market
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Figure 28 
Al Noor Grocery
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 Arabic.  Arabic language signs were found at seven businesses within a two-block 

section of Hertel between Homer Avenue and Lovering Avenue.  These businesses all had signs 

in both English and Arabic, and included four convenience stores, a cafe, a take-out restaurant, 

and a vacant former salon that still bore some Arabic text.  The convenience stores, Jerusalem 

Halal Market, Baghdad, Newroz Market and Al Noor Grocery all had a lot of signs, as 

convenience stores often do. Arabic presence at Baghdad was only found on the place name sign 

(see figure 26).  To the left of the word Baghdad, separated by the silhouette of a hookah, was an 

equally large word in Arabic, and underneath these names were the words hookah & tobacco 

cellphones & accessories followed by phone numbers.  All advertisements and other signs 

visible outside the building were in English.  On the Newroz Market, Arabic was also found only 

on the place name sign (see figure 27).  In this case, Arabic was the dominant language and 

Arabic text was much larger and placed above the text Newroz Market.  This sign also featured 

information in English about what is sold, and included two symbols in the top two corners 

indicating halal with Arabic script above the English halal.  Al Noor Grocery had two large place 

name signs over two entrance doors, the one to the left reading in English, Al Noor Market in 

large letters and Middle Eastern products & meat in smaller letters underneath (see figure 28).  

This sign also had the words halal in the corners, in English to the left and Arabic to the right.  

This was the only Arabic word on the left side of the store front; all other signs underneath were 

in English.  On the right hand side, the large place name sign was entirely in Arabic, and there 

was also a poster in the window with Arabic script and two Arabic vinyl window decals: one on 

the door and one in the top left corner of the left window.  On this side of the store front, there 

were only three English signs, an Open sign, an ATM Here sign, and a sign on the door reading 
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Pull.  Jerusalem Halal market had three English/Arabic signs, two of which were very similar, 

each containing a photograph in the center that read Jerusalem Halal Market above the 

photograph and Arabic text below.  To the left of these pictures read grocery produce halal meat 

lamb beef chicken and in the left corner there was a circle that read halal.  On the right of these 

signs was an equally sized area of Arabic text and a circle matching the halal circle in the right 

corner with Arabic text.  The third Arabic sign was a hanging sign over the street that read 

Jerusalem Halal Market and had Arabic script underneath. There was a handwritten sign entirely 

in Arabic on the door of the market, which was partially obscured by a window cling 

advertisement entirely in English (see figure 29).  Several other signs visible outside were 

present, mostly advertisements that were entirely in English.  Adjacent to the right of the 

Jerusalem Halal Market, there was a large sign on the awning of a business that read: Manakeesh 

& more followed by a much larger word, in calligraphic Arabic script.  As with other shops with 

Arabic language presence, the word halal was present on either side of the sign, in English on 

the left and Arabic on the right. and in smaller letters Café and Bakery.  At this storefront, there 

were several instances of vinyl lettering on the windows listing foods served, and all were in 

English except one, which was exactly the same calligraphic Arabic logo as on the sign above.  

To the left of this business, a For Lease and a For Rent sign hung in one of the windows of the 

vacant business next door.  However, this storefront still bore vinyl lettering from the previous 

business.  English words in the windows read Updos, Massage, and Monthly Specials and there 

is one line of Arabic script on the window.  There was also vinyl lettering on the door in English 

that read No Men Allowed Women Only.  The final instances of Arabic language on Hertel were 

found on the store front of Shish Kabab Express.  Most of the signs were in English, including 
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the place name sign, however the place name sign was flanked on either side by circles 

indicating halal in Arabic on both sides, and there were also two posters visible in the window 

with pictures of food and Arabic script. 

 Italian.  Considering the fact that Hertel is home to Buffalo’s annual Italian Heritage 

Festival, it is not a surprise Italian is one of the most prominent languages found on Hertel.  A 

Figure 29 
Handwritten Arabic Sign
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Figure 30 
Little Italy Via Hertel

Figure 31 
Benvenuti Little Italia
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series of street signs that read Little Italy Via Hertel are installed throughout Hertel, beginning at 

Delaware Avenue and ending at Colvin Avenue, which coincides with the area the Italian 

Heritage Festival takes place in (see figure 30).  There are also four lamppost signs at the two 

lampposts on either side nearest to the east of Delaware and the two lampposts on either side 

nearest to the west of Colvin.  These lamppost signs welcome their readers to Little Italia, on one 

side of the road reading the English Welcome, and the other the Italian Benvenuti (see figure 31).  

All Italian signs found were to the East of Delaware, but extended beyond the festival area to 

Wallace Avenue. A total of six place name signs with entirely Italian names were found on 

Hertel.  These included four restaurants, Allegro Cafe (which was permanently closed at the time 

of this study but still displayed signs),  La Tavola Tattoria, Belsito, and Ristorante Lombardo, the 

last of which had an English parking notice outside that also indicated the place name and in 

addition to Ristorante, included the word Vinoteca.  The other Italian place name signs were 

Centro Culturale Italiano di Buffalo, and Moda, which is also a word in Spanish and Portuguese, 

but considering the neighborhood was counted as Italian.  Place name signs that were in both 

English and Italian were Bella Mia Chocolate, and Solo Per Té Salon.  Solo Per Té had two 

signs, one consisting of vinyl window letters which read Solo Per Té Family Salon in uniform 

font and size, and a hand painted hanging sign that read Solo Per Té Beauty Salon and translated 

in much smaller letters “only for you”.  On this sign, the Italian language was dominant. The 

final sign which included Italian was an engraving on the base of a commemorative statue 

outside a church.  This statue read Padre Pio of Pietralcina in large letters.  The rest of the text 

was in English, but much smaller than the name. 
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 Spanish.  Spanish was found on place name signs of three restaurants on Hertel, all in the 

North Buffalo neighborhood between Commonwealth Avenue and Parkside Avenue.  Two of 

these signs were Spanish and English, the first being La Kueva Restaurant.  The Spanish La 

Kueva was in a larger and more prominent font than the English word Restaurant, but all other 

signs on the building were in English only. The other sign in Spanish and English was Bob & 

John’s La Hacienda (see figure 33).  In this case, the English names were much larger than the 

Spanish La Hacienda on the sign, and again, all other signs were in English.  The final restaurant 

was entirely in Spanish, més que, meaning more than in Spanish.  The logo is accompanied by 

the Roman numerals, MMXII and word Buffalo, in very small letters that are not legible from a 

distance.  No other signage was visible outside the building at the time of this study; however, it 

was easy to assume that this location was a restaurant by the outdoor patio seating area. 

 Hebrew.  Three signs that were all or partially in Hebrew were found at the site of Faith 

Good Shepherd Chapel, formerly a Jewish Synagogue.  Two of the signs were entirely in Hebrew 

Figure 32 
Solo Por Té Beauty Salon
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Figure 33 
Bob & John’s La Hacienda
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and were engraved in the stonework of the building, one at the west corner of the building and 

one above the door. The third sign was a metal plaque attached to the east corner of the building, 

and was a memorial plaque written in English and Hebrew (see figure 34).   

 French.  Two instances of French were found on place name shops in North Buffalo, 

they were Chow Chocolat and Dejá Lu Boutique.  In both instances, French was not found on 

any other signs visible on the shops.  Also, in both cases French was easily recognizable and 

understood by English speakers.  In the case of Chow Chocolat, the use of the cognate chocolat 

that is only one letter difference from the English chocolate is easily understood, and could even 

be misread and/or mispronounced as the English word.  In the case of Dejá Lu Boutique, Dejá 

Lu is a play on the phrase déjà vu, which has made its way into use in the English language, and 

boutique is also commonly used in the English language, indicating an upscale shop. 

 Chinese.  Chinese language on Hertel was found on place name signs, specifically, at 

Chinese restaurants.  In both instances, the Chinese was displayed in the form of two different 

Chinese characters flanking English text on either side.  All other language on the outside of 

either business was English.  One of the Chinese language signs was for a restaurant called Taste 

Good, which was found in a small shopping plaza.  The place name sign was a hanging sign with 

Figure 34 
English/Hebrew Memorial
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separate, illuminated letters affixed to the outside of the building.  Taste Good was in large 

yellow letters, and Chinese characters on either side were displayed as red characters in white 

boxes.  The other Chinese restaurant, China Star, had its place name sign printed onto the awning 

above the store front, with Chinese characters on either side, and in smaller letters underneath 

read Chinese food eat in & take out.    

 German.  The German word, autobahn was found on a hanging sign outside a brick 

building that read Autobahn Repair Ltd.  The German word was slightly smaller than the English 

on the sign and the dominating feature of the sign was a picture of a car with its hood up 

underneath the text.  No other German was found on the sign or the building.   

 Polish.  One instance of Polish language was found on the cornerstone of the Renovation 

Center, a building owned and used by the Renovation Church next door for offices and youth 

events (see figure 35).  This building is located just within the Black Rock neighborhood, part of 

which was a traditionally Polish neighborhood.  The entirely Polish text was engraved into the 

stone and indicated that the location was originally the Parish School associated with St. Florian 

Church, the original congregation of the church that is now Renovation Church. 

 Latin.  The single instance of Latin on Hertel was found in North Buffalo on a large 

piece of tattoo-style artwork in the window of a tattoo parlor.  The text was displayed within a 

Figure 35 
Polish Cornerstone
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banner among a sacred heart symbol and reads, in hoc sign vince, meaning in this sign you will 

conquer and is often used as a religious motto.  

Niagara Street 

 Approximately 1,300 signs were photographed and categorized on Niagara Street.  Of 

these signs, 430 were categorized as advertisements, 241 were categorized as place name signs, 

and 171 signs were notices.  There were 145 instances of graffiti and 119 street signs; there were 

25 commemorative signs, and 24 signs of vacancy.  Even though there were seemingly very few 

signs of vacancy, some vacant buildings were completely abandoned and did not appear to be for 

sale, and some of the buildings were very large and took up entire blocks of space.  In this case, 

the number of signs of vacancy did not accurately reflect the amount of abandonment on Niagara 

Street.  Niagara also had seven object name signs and 137 that were not able to be categorized. 

 The vast majority of non-English signs were in Spanish.  These were particularly found 

in the Lower West Side section of Niagara Street, but were also found in the West Side.  There 

were a total of 25 Spanish signs at 22 separate locations.  There were also five Burmese signs at 

five locations, all in Black Rock and the West Side, and four Vietnamese signs at two locations in 

the West Side.  Niagara also had two signs that were partially in French, both found in the West 

Side, and one sign partially in Nepali in Black Rock.  There was also a sign containing Chinese 

characters on the Lower West Side.  One sign in the Black Rock section of Niagara contained 

multiple non-English languages.  There were no non-English signs in the Riverside section of 

Niagara, but that may be partially due to the fact that two parks and a cemetery run along 

stretches of Niagara in Riverside, and there are less signs present in general. 
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 Spanish. Spanish was by far the most significant non-English language found on Niagara 

Street.  There were a total of 25 Spanish signs.  All but two of these 25 signs were found on the 

Lower West Side of Buffalo.  The majority of Spanish signs were advertisements.  A total of 11 

Spanish or partially Spanish advertisements were found.  There were also eight place name signs 

all or partially in Spanish, four notices in Spanish, one menu which was considered unable to be 

categorized and a street sign in Spanish.  This is not surprising as the Lower West Side section of 

Niagara Street, between Elmwood and Porter, has been designated as Avenida San Juan, 

indicated by street signs at either end and throughout this stretch that read This Route Designated 

as Avenida San Juan (see figure 37).  This is also the route where the annual Puerto Rican and 

Figure 36 - Non-English Signs on Niagara
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Hispanic Day parade takes place.  This reoccurring sign was the only street sign that contained 

any Spanish language found on Niagara Street or in this study in general.   

 The eight Spanish place name signs on Niagara Street were found at a hair salon, two 

cafes, a botanica, two church buildings, a dentist and a bakery.  A botanica is a shop that carries 

religious items and natural remedies.  They are very popular in Spanish-speaking countries, 

especially in the Caribbean.  In turn, they have become popular in Spanish-speaking 

communities in the United States.  Botanica el Indio, found on Niagara street, had only a place 

name sign adorning the exterior of the building, and the only other language found on the place 

name sign were the words tel./fax followed by a telephone number.  The words, botanica el indio 

were also found on a parking notice on a fence at a shared parking lot adjacent to the building.  

Another business that had Spanish place name signs was Impacto by Mery!, a hair salon.  The 

only other language on the sign was Dominican Hair Stylist.  Impacto is a Spanish cognate 

meaning impact in English.  Another business, Titi Candi’s Cafe and Take Out, uses the Spanish 

term of endearment, Titi, a version of Tia, meaning aunt; Titi is similar to the English auntie and 

is a popular familial term of endearment in the Puerto Rican community in Buffalo.  A partially 

Spanish sign was also found at Niagara Cafe, a Puerto Rican Restaurant that boasts Voted #1 

Figure 37  
Avenida San Jaun

�

Figure 38  
Bilingual Dentist Sign
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Hispanic Cuisine on a large, free-standing place name sign on the front of the building.  A 

second place name sign, found on the front of the building, underneath the windows, read 

Niagara Cafe with illustrations of rotisserie chickens on either side of the word cafe. Underneath 

in smaller letters, the sign read Pollo a la BBQ which roughly translates to BBQ Chicken.  The 

final business place name that included Spanish was La Flor Bakery.  The place name was found 

on a large window wrap and underneath in smaller letters, open 7 days a week followed by the 

Spanish translation abrimos los 7 dias de la semana.  The sign also featured some photographs of 

different foods with their names, pernil, pastelillos, rice & beans, and quesitos.  The sign also 

featured the English words, we deliver $2 charge with minimum order of $10, with no Spanish 

translation.  All other signs on the business were in English including a printed awning that was 

much larger than the place name sign that read, Delicious Bakery & Tropical Food.  Another 

place name sign that featured Spanish was a free standing sign for a dentist.  The sign read in 

large letters Thomas J. Keohane DDS, followed by smaller letters on two separate lines: Family 

Dentistry and the Spanish translation, Dentista Familiar (see figure 38).  There were also two 

church buildings with partially Spanish place names, Breakforth Fellowship Iglesia Christiana, 

and Casa de Adoración El Shaddai.  The first of these two signs was a large banner above a store 

front.  The words Breakforth Fellowship were in a bolder, slightly smaller font than the words 

Iglesia Cristiana on the line below.  Both fonts, though different, had about the same physical 

presence.  The sign also listed service and Bible study times in smaller English letters, and 

underneath that in smaller letters, Welcome/Bienvenidos.  The English/Spanish place name and 

Sunday service time were also written on the door in vinyl letters.  Casa de Adoración El Shaddai 

had two place name signs.  One hand painted wooden above the door, that read Casa de 
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Adoración El Shaddai and a more prominent sign above the front windows made out of wood 

with black letters affixed to it that read CDA El Shaddai.  El Shaddai is actually a Hebrew name 

for God used in the original language of the Old Testament.  It is sometimes used by Christians 

to refer to God.  Casa de Adoración is Spanish for house of adoration.  There were no other 

signs on the outside of the building. 

 Several advertisements which were all or partially in Spanish were also found on Niagara 

street, especially in the Lower West Side.  Only two advertisements were found in the Black 

Rock neighborhood, which were also the only two Spanish signs in Black Rock.  Spanish 

language advertisements on Niagara Street included three posters in windows, a sandwich board 

advertisement, two billboards, and two bus shelter advertisements among others.  The three 

posters and sandwich board advertisement were all for cell phone companies.  Two of the posters 

were found at West End Communications, one for univision mobile and one for net10 wireless.  

Both posters were entirely in Spanish with the exception of the words mobile and wireless within 

the logos of each company.  There was also a sandwich board advertisement for univision mobile 

at a general market down the street, identical to the poster at West End Communications.  The 

Figure 39 
Jose Perez Advertisement
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Figure 40 
Farmacia Sign at Rite Aid
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sandwich board advertisement was in Spanish on one side and in English on the other.  The final 

cell phone advertisement was found in the window at a small market and was for Simple Mobile.  

As with the previous cell phone advertisements, only the words within the logo were in English; 

all other language on the sign was in Spanish.  There were two advertisements for lawyers, one 

on a bus shelter and one billboard on the side of a building.  The bus shelter advertisement (see 

figure 39) was found twice, and read in large letters at the top tu abogado meaning your lawyer.  

In small letters underneath that it read the law offices of and in the largest letters on the sign, Jose 

Perez P.C.  In much smaller letters underneath that there was a list of services the lawyer offered, 

first in English, then in Spanish.  The bottom of the sign listed phone numbers and a website as 

well as the cities and local address of the office.  The other lawyer advertisement was a billboard.  

Text was found on the right side of the sign and read in large, English letters, injured or 

arrested? Don’t get hurt twice! The law offices of Nelson Torre.  In smaller letters underneath, in 

Spanish the sign read herido arrestado? which means hurt and arrested.  Below that was a phone 

number in large letters.  To the right of the sign was the lawyer’s picture and in a box underneath 

read in Spanish, Proteja Sus Derechos! Yo Hablo Español meaning, Protect Your Rights! I Speak 

Spanish.   Although this sign contained both a question mark and an exclamation mark after 

Spanish text, the inverted question mark and exclamation mark that are found before Spanish 

questions and exclamations in proper Spanish punctuation were absent.  Jackson Hewitt Tax 

Services had a location on Niagara, and like their location on Grant Street, had an illuminated 

Spanish advertisement in their window.  This advertisement was identical to the one found on 

Grant, and was entirely in Spanish with the exception of the logo.  Another national business, 

Rite Aid Pharmacy, had an illuminated sign hanging in the window that read Farmacia, which is 
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the Spanish word for pharmacy (see figure 40).  This was the only Spanish sign found at the 

exterior of Rite Aid.  There was one more advertisement in the Lower West Side section of 

Niagara that was partially in Spanish.  There were also two Spanish advertisements in the Black 

Rock section of Niagara Street.  Both ads were for the WSYDC, and were found on a bus shelter 

advertisement and a billboard.  Both signs had the same text and read, Safeguarding prescription 

drugs is everyone’s responsibility! followed by the Spanish translation, ¡La salvaguardia de los 

medicamentos recetados es la responsibilidad de todos!  Like other advertisements from 

WSYDC, English was larger than Spanish on both signs and was the first language on the sign. 

 There were also four notices in Spanish: three were metal street signs and one was a 

printed paper notice affixed to the window.  In all four cases, English translations of the notice 

were also present, either on the sign with the Spanish, or separately on a nearby sign.  All four 

notices were found in the Lower West Side neighborhood.  Two of the notices were found at the 

Shoreline Apartments, a large, low-income housing project.  Both signs were close to the 

sidewalk, attached to a fence around the perimeter of the building.  One sign was bilingual in 

English, than Spanish, warning No Loitering Police Enforced (see figure 41).  English was in a 

Figure 41 
Bilingual Loitering Notice
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larger and bolder font than the Spanish below it.  The other sign was in Spanish only, and was at 

the edge of the fence where there was an entrance to the parking lot of the apartments.  On the 

opposite side of the entrance was a matching English sign.  The English sign read, Warning 

Permit Parking Only Unauthorized vehicles will be towed at the vehicle owner’s expense Towing 

Enforced At All Times.  The Spanish sign was identical, and had the same message translated into 

Spanish.  No other Spanish signs visible from Niagara Street were found on the outside of the 

apartment complex.  There was another notice at a parking lot down the street at a shared parking 

lot for a few different businesses.  Again there was a parking lot entrance and on either side of 

the entrance a sign, one in English and one in Spanish.  The English sign read, Entrance Only, 

and on the Spanish sign was the same message, Entrada Solamente.  Again, no other Spanish 

signs were found at the parking lot.  The last Spanish notice was found at Urban Family Practice, 

a doctor’s office.  It was found printed on an otherwise unadorned sheet of printer paper taped to 

the door and read in Spanish, no se permiten comidas o bebidas en la sala de espera followed by 

the English equivalent, no food or drinks in the waiting room. 

 There was one more Spanish sign found on Niagara Street.  It was a handwritten menu 

taped to the window of a barber shop, listing prices for different meats available with tostones 

and mofongo, Puerto Rican plantain dishes.  It also read that salads were included with each 

order and listed phone numbers for delivery.  The sign was entirely in Spanish, no other signs on 

the building were in Spanish. 

 Burmese languages.  There were a total of five signs containing Burmese script found 

on Niagara Street: three place name signs, one advertisement and a notice.  All five Burmese 

signs were found in the West Side and Black Rock neighborhood sections of Niagara Street.  
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Three of these signs were found at Eagle Mon Asian Market in Black Rock.  These included one 

place name sign, and one notice.  The market had a large store front with three awnings, two 

small green awnings on either side and one large red awning in the center.  The green awnings 

read Eagle Mon and Asian Market and the red awning had a picture of two hands that appeared 

to be praying followed by two lines of Burmese script.  The Market also had several signs in the 

windows.  Many of these signs were large pictures of food with little to no language.  If there 

was language, it was English.  There were also large cut out letters taped to the window that read 

Fresh Sushi.  The other sign containing Burmese script was a computer created notice taped to a 

window that read food stamp in English with a very large Burmese character below.  

  Another sign found in the window at Eagle Mon Asian Market was a sign that appeared 

to be a poster, but upon closer inspection was revealed to be a flattened, empty, rice package (see 

figure 42).  The text on the outside of the package contained several languages.  The top of the 

Figure 42  
Multilingual Rice Packaging
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package stated Super Thai Jasmine Rice followed by Thai Hom Mali Rice.  Below that was a 

logo, featuring a picture of an elephant among Thai writing and the words Chang Wang.  On 

either side of the logo were four characters in what appeared to be Chinese or Japanese Kanji.  

Underneath the logo was a line of Thai, a line of Vietnamese, a line of another unknown 

language and a line of Burmese script.  

 There were two other place name signs that contained Burmese script.  One was found at 

D’s Market in The West Side.  The place name sign above the door had a large line of red 

Burmese script, followed by an equally large line of blue Burmese script, followed by a much 

smaller line of English reading D’s Market (see figure 43).  There was also a symbol in the 

bottom corner of the sign that contained the first Burmese character on the sign within the 

English letter D.  This was the only sign on the store front that contained Burmese script.  There 

was also a place sign protruding from the building that read Niagara Asian Market, a sign that 

read we accept food stamp, vinyl window letters that read myanmar food thai food, and neon 

open and ATM signs.  The final place name sign that contained Burmese script was found at BTC 

Income Tax in Black Rock.  The sign read in large, bold, English letters BTC Income Tax 

Figure 43 
D’s Market

�



ANALYZING THE MULTILINGUAL LINGUISTIC LANDSCAPE !84

followed by a smaller line of Burmese script inside a box.  The only other sign visible on the 

building read tax office in rear, with an arrow pointing towards the back of the building. 

 There were also two Burmese advertisements found on Niagara Street.  One 

advertisement was found in the Black Rock section of Niagara Street and was for Buffalo Multi 

Services, Inc (see figure 44).  It was a large, multicolored vinyl banner attached to the building.  

The top of the sign featured a large line of Burmese script, followed by two smaller lines of 

Burmese script.  Below that in larger, bolder letters the sign read Buffalo Multi Services, Inc. in 

English, followed by several smaller lines of English describing services offered such as 

accounting, real estate and defensive driving courses.  The final advertisement, partially in 

Burmese, was a billboard for the WSYDC found on the West Side.  The sign was organized in 

the same manner as the Spanish billboard and read, Parenting is everybody’s responsibility! Be a 

responsible parent.  As with WSYDC’s other billboards and signs, English was first and much 

larger than the Burmese script on this sign. 

 Vietnamese.  Not counting the rice sack found at Eagle Mon Asian Market, which was 

counted separately as it contained multiple languages, there were four signs at two other 

locations that contained Vietnamese.  Three signs were advertisements and one was a place name 

Figure 44 
Buffalo Multi Services, Inc. Burmese/English Banner
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sign.  Two signs were found at a Vietnamese restaurant called Niagara Seafood.  Both signs were 

posters in the window featuring large photographs of food.  One read Bánh Mì along with the 

smaller English words voted #1 best sandwich in Buffalo. The other sign read phở in large letters 

and in English, Vietnamese Beef Noodle Soup.  The other two signs were found at Á Châu 

International Market.  The market featured two place name signs, one above the store front 

which read Á Châu International Market and one illuminated sign protruding from the building 

that read Oriental Gift Food Market.  Á Châu translated to Asia or Orient in English.  There were 

several signs in the windows and on the doors of the store font, and all but one of them were 

entirely in English.  There was one Vietnamese advertisement which featured the words, Chợ 

Viêt Nam in neon letters.   

 French.  There were two instances of partially French place name signs on Niagara, one 

in the West Side and one in the Lower West Side.  One sign was found above a store front in the 

Lower West Side and was a large white sign with red letters printed on it.  The sign read God Is 

Love followed by La Reference in large letters.  Below that it read African Food & DVD, and 

below that Chez Mama Kapy.  The only other signs on the building were a few stickers 

advertising what credit cards are accepted inside and a large poster board with a list of items for 

sale and their prices, which was turned sideways in the window. 

 The second sign containing French was found in the West Side and was the place name 

sign for Chez La Camer & Rock Centero Market.  This place name was the main text on the sign 

in white letters within a large blue box.  On either side there was a photograph of groceries and 

to the left side, Hair & Beauty Supplies, Hair Collection & Braiding, Cosmetics and Clothing.  

On the Right hand side the sign read Fresh & Frozen African Food and Groceries.  The sign was 
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a vinyl banner attached to the awning of the building and appeared to be covering another sign 

printed on the awning underneath.  All other signs on the building were in English. 

 Nepali.  One sign that contained Nepali was found in the West Side section of Niagara 

Street.  This sign was for Buffalo Multi Services, Inc. and was hanging beside their other sign 

containing Burmese (see figure 45).  This sign listed English first, with the words Buffalo Multi 

Services, Inc followed by a list of services in smaller letters, similar to the other Buffalo Multi 

Services, Inc. sign.  There was a green box below that with a line of Nepali written in yellow and 

five smaller lines of Nepali underneath.  Like the other advertisement for this business, this sign 

was a large printed vinyl banner attached to the side of a building.  

 Chinese.  There was one instance of Chinese language found on Niagara Street on the 

place name sign of a Chinese restaurant in the Lower West Side.  The sign was a large 

illuminated sign, it read New Panda Inc Chinese Food with the phone number underneath and an 

illustration of pandas eating bamboo to the right.  On the left side of the sign were two Chinese 

Characters.  The Chinese characters and the English word Panda protruded from the sign and 

Figure 45 
Buffalo Multi Services, Inc. English/Nepali Banner
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were outlined in gold.  This was the only sign on the outside of the building other than a neon 

open sign in the window. 

Tonawanda Street 

 There were approximately 700 signs photographed on Tonawanda Street.  Of these signs, 

281 signs were categorized as advertisements, 102 signs were categorized as place name signs, 

85 signs were categorized as graffiti, 78 signs were categorized as notices, and 41 signs were 

categorized as street signs,.  There were also 13 signs of vacancy, six object naming signs, four 

commemorative signs and 60 signs that were unable to be categorized. 

 Of the signs photographed on Tonawanda, a total of 17 signs were found that contained 

languages other than English.  A total of 10 signs at six locations were found in all or partially 

Figure 46 - Non-English Signs on Tonawanda 
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Spanish and four signs at one location were found all or partially in Chinese.  There was also one 

sign that contained Burmese script, one sign that contained Arabic, and one sign that was 

partially in Ethiopian.  Of the non-English signs, five Spanish signs at two locations were found 

in the Black Rock neighborhood and all other non-English signs were found in the Riverside 

neighborhood.  Only a small portion of Tonawanda street runs through the Black Rock 

neighborhood, and of that about half of the street is a mostly abandoned industrial area, which 

accounts for there being significantly less signs in the neighborhood.  

 Spanish.  There were ten Spanish signs found at six locations on Tonawanda Street, of 

these signs seven were advertisements, two were place name signs and one sign was a menu that 

was not able to be categorized.  One place name sign, two advertisements and the menu were 

found in the windows and outside of an unassuming building that appeared to be a house in the 

Black Rock neighborhood.  The building had two front windows, both of which had signs 

hanging in them.  The sign in bottom right corner of the left window was entirely in Spanish and 

read La Casa de pasteles y pastelillos y Tu, meaning, the house of pasteles and pastelillos and 

Figure 47  
Spanish Menu
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Figure 48 
Un Encuentro Flyer
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you.  Pasteles and Pastelillos are types of pastries popular in Caribbean Spanish cultures.  Below 

that the sign read Libreria Cristiana, or Christian Bookstore in English.  There was one other 

sign on this window and one on the adjacent window, both of which were advertisements for a 

Radio station.  These signs were different colors and had different photographs of radio towers 

and slightly different fonts and layouts, but had the same text in the same order.  They both read 

the radio station call number followed by La Emisora de Dios in large letters meaning The 

[radio] Station of God followed by La Unica Emisora Hispana, meaning The Only Hispanic 

Station.  This was followed by two phone numbers and small letters at the bottom of both signs 

reading Asemblia de Iglesia Cristiana ~Spanish Radio~.  Asemblia de Iglesia Cristiana means 

Christian Church Assembly and the words Spanish Radio were the only English words on the 

sign.  A fourth sign, which appeared to be poster board duct-taped to the siding of the house near 

the doorway had a stenciled menu on it (see figure 47).  This menu began with the words se 

vende meaning we sell and listed different flavors of the pastries sold inside.  The other Spanish 

sign found in the Black Rock section of Tonawanda Street was a billboard for the WSYDC.  This 

billboard was identical to their billboard on Niagara Street, featuring the same message about 

prescription drugs.  Once again, English was larger and more prominent on this sign than 

Spanish was. 

 In Riverside, five Spanish signs were found, all advertisements with the exception of one 

place name sign.  That place name sign was a street level free standing sign on a church lawn at 

the corner of Tonawanda and Ontario Street.  This is the central intersection in the Riverside 

neighborhood.  Large letters at the top of the sign read Iglesias Pentecosta Emanuel which 

means Emmanuel Pentecostal Church.  Emmanuel is a name for Jesus that means God with us.  
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Below the place name was an emblem that read Dios con nosotros Emanuel meaning, God with 

us Emmanuel and had two Spanish Bible verse references depicted on the pages of an open book.  

Underneath the emblem service times and days were listed in Spanish and the bottom of the sign 

read welcome in English.  The word welcome was the only English word on the sign.  On the 

corner of the Tonawanda and Ontario intersection opposite from the church building there was an 

outdated flyer for an event at a different church in the Lower West Side.  The event was called 

Un Encuentro, meaning An Encounter in English, and the flyer, which contained a lot of text, 

was entirely in Spanish (see figure 48).  There were also three Spanish advertisements for cell 

phone companies.  All three advertisements were posters for Boost Mobile.  Two of these 

advertisements were found hanging in the window of the Boost Mobile store, and one was 

affixed to the post holding up a free standing place name sign at a convenience store.  All three 

signs were entirely in Spanish and were the only non-English signs found outside the locations 

they were at. 

 Burmese langauges.  One sign containing Burmese script was found at Lin Asian 

Market.  This sign was a large white place name sign with a black border above the store front 

and had a line of Burmese script in red first with the English, Lin Asian Market, also in red, 

written underneath.  This was the only non-English sign at this location or at the adjoining Lin 

Burmese and Thai Restaurant next door. 

 Arabic.  One instance of Arabic was also found in Tonawanda Street’s linguistic 

landscape.  It was found at Rahma Halal Market in Riverside on a Neon sign hanging in the 

window.  The sign read halal in green, neon, Arabic script, followed by the red, neon word halal 

in Latin script.  This market also employed the technique seen on other markets on Grant street 
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of using pictures of goods, particularly types of meat.  The market also had large paintings of 

both the Somalian and American flags and boasted on its place name signs that it sold 

International African Food.  

 Ethiopian.  One instance of Ethiopian language was found on Tonawanda Street at the 

Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahido Church.  The sign was a large blue free-standing sign on the 

church lawn and featured two lines of Ethiopian at the top, a large picture of an ornately 

decorated cross underneath that, and the words Debre Selam Medhane Alem followed by 

Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahido Church (see figure 49).  The bottom line was slightly larger than 

all other lines, and words in Latin script were about the same size as words in Ethiopian 

characters.   

 Chinese.  Four Chinese signs were found on Tonawanda Street at the Chinese restaurant, 

Panda Kitchen.  One instance of Chinese was found on the place name, and three were found on 

decorative signs in the restaurant’s window.  The place name sign was a large, illuminated sign 

that read across one line Panda Kitchen followed by a phone number.  On each end of the sign 

there was one Chinese character.  In one of the windows of the restaurant, there were three 

Figure 49 
Ethiopian Church Sign

�



ANALYZING THE MULTILINGUAL LINGUISTIC LANDSCAPE !92

decorative signs.  The largest of the three signs was in the center and had one Chinese character 

followed by the English word Harmony.  The other two signs were similar but not identical and 

were on either side of the sign in the center.  These two signs were both in shadow box frames 

with plain, solid colored backgrounds and three Chinese characters printed on the glass of the 

frame.  There was no other language on these two signs.  There was also a small box in the 

corner of this sign that had three more Chinese characters in it. 

West Ferry Street 

 There were approximately 400 signs photographed on West Ferry Street.  Of these signs, 

127 signs were categorized as advertisements, 71 signs were categorized as graffiti,  64 signs 

were categorized as place name signs, 41 signs were categorized as street signs, and 39 signs 

were categorized as notices.  There were also eight signs of vacancy, four object naming signs, 

three commemorative signs and 34 signs that were unable to be categorized. 

 Only 13 signs were found on West Ferry Street that contained languages other than 

English.  All 13 signs were found in the West Side neighborhood, and only three of these signs 

were found east of Grant street.  In part, this is due to the fact that West Ferry becomes mostly 

residential east of Grant street.  However, the neighborhood shift is also readily apparent as one 

travels east on West Ferry.  The residences in the Elmwood Village and Delaware neighborhoods 

have more greenery and landscaping in front yards and homes show signs of renovation and 

upkeep.  Of the twelve non-English signs found on West Ferry, four signs at three locations were 

all or partially in Spanish, four signs at two locations were all or partially in Arabic and three 

signs at one location were in Ethiopian.  There was also one Burmese sign, one partially 

Vietnamese sign and one partially Chinese sign. 
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 Spanish.  There were a total of four Spanish signs found on West Ferry.  Of these four, 

three signs were categorized as advertisements and one sign was categorized as graffiti.  Two of 

the advertisements were found at Aaron’s, a national chain of rent-to-own furniture and 

electronics stores.  One sign was a poster within a glass display class, and the other sign was a 

large window cling.  The sign within the glass display case was entirely in Spanish and to the left 

of an identical sign entirely in English (see figure 51).  The sign advertised some of the benefits 

Aaron’s had to offer such as free delivery, no credit checks, special financing and a lowest price 

guarantee.  The window cling hanging in the window of the building read Se Habla Español! No 

se necesita credito! followed by the Aaron’s logo.  In English the sign means We Speak Spanish! 

No Credit Necessary!  

Figure 50 - Non-English Signs on West Ferry
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 The third Spanish advertisement was found at a store called Urban Touch, a store that 

sold clothing, shoes, accessories and cell phones.  In the window, among approximately 20 signs 

for different cell phone companies and related services, were two signs for ultra mobile.  The 

first sign was in English, and next to it was the same sign in Spanish.  The sign advertised 

unlimited global talk and text to over 10 countries.  The Spanish sign was entirely in Spanish 

with the exception of the ultra mobile logo. 

 The fourth Spanish sign found was on an instance of graffiti in the form of a sticker stuck 

to a lamppost.  The sticker was bright yellow with black text and partially torn obscuring some of 

the language and making the sign difficult to understand in either language.  The sticker 

appeared to be a notice of winterization for pipes at a property.  How or why it came to be on a 

lamppost is unknown.  The sticker was in both English and Spanish and in each language there 

was a paragraph about how the property had been winterized and that the company is not 

guaranteeing anything, and that the water will be turned back on.  At the bottom of the sticker 

Figure 51  
Spanish and English Advertisements at Aaron’s
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there was a place to sign and date it and underneath it said Safeguard Properties Winterization 

Tag (Safeguard Properties Acondicionada para el invierno etiqueta). 

 Arabic.  There were four signs at two locations containing Arabic found on West Ferry.  

Two of these signs were found at Hope Refugee Drop-In Center and were entirely in Arabic; 

these signs were unable to be categorized due to their message being unknown.  The other two 

signs were found at United Super Bazar Inc. and were categorized as a place name sign and an 

advertisement. 

 The two signs at Hope Refugee Drop-In Center were both printed on plain white printer 

paper with black ink and taped to the windows of the center (see figure 53).  One of the signs had 

four lines of Arabic script, the other sign had 11 lines of Arabic script, and some words or lines 

were bold.  This longer sign also had Indo-Arabic numerals interspersed throughout the text. 

 United Super Bazar Inc. had a very large place name sign above the store front.  This 

place name sign read in large white letters on a red background across the entire top of the sign 

United Super Bazar Inc. followed by the address and telephone number in much small letters 

(see figure 52).  The rest of the sign was mainly photographs of food and groceries with two 

boxes of text in the middle.  The first was a green box that read World Wide Money Transfer and 

next to that a box read Bangladeshi, Pakistani, Indian, Barmis [sic], Veatnamis [sic], Nepali, 

Figure 52  
United Super Bazar Inc.
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Arabian, Somalia, African, Spanish, American Food & Spices.  At the corner of this box was a 

circle that read halal in Arabic script, followed by halal in smaller, Latin script.  Two of the 

photographs of groceries also featured Arabic script on them.  United Super Bazar Inc. also had 

signs with photographs of groceries covering the windows of the building.  Each of these signs 

read United Super Bazar Inc. across the top of each sign and there was no other language on 

these signs except for what was found on the photographs.  One of these signs contained a 

photograph of groceries with Arabic script on them. 

 Ethiopian.  Three instances of Ethiopian Language were found on West Ferry Street.  All 

three signs were found at Hope Refugee Drop-In Center and were unable to be categorized do to 

lack of knowledge of the language.  All three signs were typed in black in on standard white 

printer paper and taped to the windows of the center (see figure 53).  Two of the signs were 

similar in format, but the characters were different.  They featured an underlined centered line of 

Ethiopian at the top of the page, followed by several lines of centered text, and the final line right 

aligned.  One of these two signs had a date and a time within the text.  The third Ethiopian sign 

appeared to be a schedule of some sort, as it had short lines of text followed by colons followed 

by times. 

 Burmese languages.  There was also a Burmese sign attached to the window at Hope 

Refugee Drop-In Center (see figure 53).  Like the other signs, it was printed on a piece of 

standard printer paper, and was not able to be categorized due to lack of understanding of the 

language.  The sign was printed in landscape format and featured four lines of Burmese script 

that alternated between bold and not bold. 
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 Vietnamese.  One Vietnamese sign was found at the Vietnamese restaurant, Phơ Dollar.  

The word, phở on the place name sign is a type of Vietnamese noodle dish.  The sign read Phở 

Dollar Vietnamese Restaurant and Bar, and in the corner read Dine-In Take Out.  Dollar was by 

far the most prominent word on the sign, in large, read, bold letters.  The words Phở and 

Vietnamese were much smaller by comparison and were in a small, thin black font. Restaurant 

Figure 53 
Ethiopian, Arabic and Burmese Signs at Hope Refugee Drop-In Center
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and Bar was written underneath in smaller, but bolder blue letters.  Likewise Dine-In Take Out 

was written in smaller, bolder, blue letters. 

 Chinese.  One instance of Chinese language was found on West Ferry on a place name 

sign at Wah Sing, a Chinese Restaurant.  The sign was a large, yellow, illuminated sign above a 

store front that read Wah Sing in large, red letters followed by Chinese Food to Take Out & 

Delivery in smaller red letters.  On the left side of the sign there were two Chinese characters.  

All other signs on the outside of the storefront were in English. 

Discussion 

 Buffalo’s linguistic landscape revealed a significant number of non-English signs.  The 

highest number of non-English signs was found on Grant Street, which was the second shortest 

street studied and contained less signs overall than longer streets.  Grant Street also showed a lot 

of diversity in languages signs were found in, especially languages of African, Asian and Middle 

Eastern origins.  The number of non-English signs on Grant was followed closely by Hertel 

Avenue, which is much longer and also contained a variety of signs, although many more from 

languages of European origin, and many that only appeared minimally.  Hertel Avenue contained 

the highest number of signs in both Arabic and Italian of any other street.  Niagara Street had the 

third highest number of signs, more than half of which were in Spanish, and also showed several 

other languages.  Despite the fact that Elmwood Avenue had the third highest number total signs, 

it only had the fourth highest number of non-English signs, and also the most individual 

languages found, though many of the languages found only appeared once. Tonawanda Street 

had the fifth highest number of signs and was one of the shorter streets studied.  West Ferry 

Street, which was the shortest street studied, had the fewest number of non-English signs; 
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although they were concentrated into one area, there was a diverse amount of languages.  Only 

two non-English languages were found to be present on all streets.  Multiple Spanish signs were 

found on every street, and at least one instance of Chinese language was found on each street, all 

of which were found on Chinese restaurants. 

Elmwood Avenue 

 Although Elmwood Avenue had the most signs of any other street, it also had the smallest 

percentage of non-English signs.  All non-English signs were found in the Elmwood Village, 

Allentown, and the Lower West Side/Downtown section of Elmwood.  All signs north of the 

Albright-Knox Art Gallery were entirely in English.  Non-English languages found on Elmwood 

were also quite varied and many of the languages only manifested once in the linguistic 

landscape.  With the exception of Spanish, signs in the linguistic landscape did not indicate that a 

non-English speaking population is present in the area.  Overall, non-English languages were 

mainly used as prestige languages, to communicate with English speakers that a business is 

authentic or elegant, not to communicate with speakers of those languages. 

 Varied symbolic meanings of Spanish Signs. Spanish language was found on a total of 

ten signs on Elmwood Avenue.  Six of these signs were categorized as place name signs and four 

signs were categorized as advertisements.  All four of the advertisements were found on South 

Elmwood Avenue, in the Lower West Side/Downtown neighborhood section of Elmwood.  Place 

name signs were found in the Elmwood Village, Allentown, and the Lower West Side/

Downtown.  The purpose of the signs varied between the neighborhoods.  Spanish was used as a 

prestige language in the Elmwood Village, but was used to address the Spanish speaking 

community in Allentown and the Lower West Side/Downtown.  
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 The two Spanish Restaurants in the Elmwood Village, ¡Toro! (see figure 3) and Agave 

Mexican Restaurant represent Spanish being used as a prestige language.  ¡Toro! is a tapas bar, 

serving small plates and cocktails, and likely used the name to show their restaurant is authentic 

and that their food and style of serving is uniquely European.  There are no other signs  on the 

building in Spanish and nothing to indicate that the establishment explicitly intends on serving 

Spanish speakers.  Like ¡Toro!, Agave Mexican Restaurant also contains only English signs other 

than the place name.  Although agave is a Spanish word, it has become known in the English 

language as well and the name sounds only somewhat exotic to native English speakers.  It is 

clear that Agave is not intended to serve a wide Spanish speaking population, rather the 

surrounding neighborhood of native English speakers.  

 The three businesses in Allentown that contained Spanish on their place name signs were 

all geared toward both Spanish and English speakers and focused on preserving and embracing 

Spanish culture and language in the community.  These three businesses were El Buen Amigo, 

Rick y Mara Casa de Arte, and Instituto Latino Americano. El Buen Amigo (see figure 4), 

meaning The Good Friend in English, is a fair trade shop offering wares from Spanish-speaking 

countries in South and Central America and the Caribbean.  El Buen Amigo is home to The Latin 

American Cultural Association and also offers Spanish classes, salsa classes, and other cultural 

education experiences.  Although Spanish is only found on the place name sign, it is clear that 

Spanish culture is promoted on other signs outside the building.  The audience of the sign is both 

English and Spanish speakers: Spanish speakers who want to partake in promoting their culture, 

and English speakers who desire to embrace and support the local Spanish speaking community.   
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Likewise, Casa de Arte, meaning House of Art is an art gallery that showcases local and 

international Latino/a artists and artwork.  It is a place where Spanish speakers in the community 

can be represented and embraced.  The use of the English Art Gallery sign makes the location 

accessible to English speakers and shows that the gallery is an inclusive space for both English 

and Spanish speakers.  The Latin American Institute uses both English and Spanish on their 

signs, and based on the classes they offer, this establishment is geared toward English -speakers. 

It does, however, embrace and promote Spanish language and culture through education. 

  In the Lower West side, there were several signs directed at the Spanish-speaking 

community.  The sign at Double Sixes barbershop (see figure 5), for example, offers many 

hairstyles popular within the Puerto Rican culture of Buffalo and the uses a combination of 

Spanish and English that is also popular within Buffalo’s Puerto Rican culture.   Within urban 

culture, barbershops are important places for meeting and socializing.  It is likely that this is a 

barbershop that caters specifically to Buffalo’s Puerto Rican population.   The sign outside the 

Herman Badillo Bilingual Academy (see figure 6) appears to value English and Spanish equally; 

however, the discrepancy between the last two lines is interesting.  It alludes to the conclusion 

that Spanish speakers in the school struggle with attendance and need to be reminded, which is 

seemingly more important than informing them of the Math test that is several weeks away.   

 The purpose of the advertisement for Evergreen Health Services is to let Spanish-speakers know 

they are welcome and will be cared for and treated well at this particular medical facility.  The 

facility is not specifically for Spanish speakers, but they are seen as equal and accepted, and 

although the sign does not say they employ Spanish translators or Spanish speakers, it is assumed 

that Spanish-speaking people would be able to communicate in this establishment.  By using a 
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larger font for the English message, the West Side Youth Development Coalition (WSYDC) 

billboard (see figure 7) shows the dominance of English over Spanish in the area and makes it 

clear that English is a primary language and Spanish is secondary.  The billboard succeeds in 

communicating its message with both audiences, but also demotes Spanish slightly.  One also 

wonders whether culture was considered in the creation of this sign; many Spanish-speaking 

cultures put greater emphasis on family and familial roles than American culture does, and 

Spanish speakers might take offense to the assumption that they are not parenting their children 

properly.   The Fidelis Care billboard on the other hand, directly addresses Spanish speakers, 

attempting to convince them that Fidelis Care is their best choice for health insurance. 

 The Spanish language has various uses and perceptions throughout Elmwood Avenue.  

While it is very clear that English is much more important than Spanish, there are several 

examples in Allentown and The Lower West Side/Downtown that show Spanish is valued and 

accepted in the community. 

 Prestige Languages.  The three Italian signs on Elmwood, Casa-di-Pizza, Cecelia’s 

Ristorante, and Gelatería Luca Gelati were all used as prestige languages.  In all three cases, 

Italian was used to promote the authenticity of the food sold at the establishments, not to attract 

Italian speakers. The fact that English dominates all signage in all three locations in indicative 

that English is the dominant language in the area and English-speakers are the intended audience 

of the signs.  It is also important to note that all three signs contain cognates or food names that 

have been accepted into the English language.  Both Casa-di-Pizza and Geletaria Luca Gelati 

contain Italian food names that can be recognized by most English speakers.  Similarly, Cecelia’s 

Ristorante uses the cognate, ristorante, which most English speakers can determine means 
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restaurant by its similarity.  Much like the Spanish restaurants on the Elmwood strip, Italian in 

this case is used as a prestige language, to make the businesses seem slightly exotic and 

European and therefore, authentic.   

 The three Chinese signs on Elmwood, all for Chinese restaurants, reveal use of Chinese 

language as a prestige language.  Buffalo does not have a significant Chinese population, and 

English language dominated these three signs.  Therefore, it can be determined that these 

establishments intend to serve an English-speaking population, not a Chinese population.  The 

use of Chinese portrays these establishments as authentic Chinese eateries.  The Chinese 

language on the signs is not intended to be understood by English speakers, and serves as little 

more than decoration to native English speakers. 

 Greek has also been used as a prestige language on Elmwood.  Overall the two Greek 

words used in these signs, nektar and ambrosia, have been used to address an English speaking 

audience.  The fact that the words have been written in Latin script so they can be read and 

pronounced by English speakers most strongly points to this conclusion.  The more Greek 

spelling of nektar, however, gives a sense of authenticity and an exotic character to the 

restaurant.  

 In the case of the shop Atelier, French was used as a prestige language.  The naming of 

the store is tied to American views of the French language and European fashion, not a direct tie 

to French language speakers.  In this case, French is used because it adds an air of sophistication 

and trendiness. 

 The Polish, Ró is also used as a prestige language.  It is likely that the name Ró was 

chosen for its meaning and its simple, one syllable sound.  The shop’s logo, with its clean lines 
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and only two simple letters, reflects the minimalistic design aesthetic Ró promotes.  The 

accented letter gives a slightly exotic, European air to the business as well. Overall it seems clear 

that Polish was used as a prestige language in this case.  

 The Japanese text on the sign for Sato is another use of prestige language.  It is clear that 

Japanese is used minimally in this sign and is not used to communicate with a Japanese 

population.  The use of a Japanese character is a decoration to give the business an authentic and 

foreign appeal to patrons and passers-by.  The Japanese character on this sign serves as a 

decorative element and little more, especially to the surrounding English-speaking population. 

 At the yoga studio where the Hindi om symbol was found, it is very unlikely that the 

symbol was placed on the outside of the building to communicate with Hindi speakers.  The 

symbol is more likely meant to portray that the yoga studio uses authentic yoga techniques and is 

New Age, relaxing and meditative.  The symbol has become so popular among certain 

subcultures in the United States, that it is easily recognizable by many native English speakers 

and knowledge of Hindi is not required to understand the symbol’s purpose.  There was no other 

Hindi on the outside of the building and all other signs were entirely in English..  It is clear that 

the use of Hindi was used as a decorative prestige language, and that the meaning it 

communicates is meant for native English speakers as opposed to Hindi speakers. 

 Other non-English signs.  The Hebrew language on the place name sign for the 

Congregation Beth Abraham confirms that there is a small but noticeable Jewish population in 

the Elmwood village and surrounding neighborhoods.  Hebrew is not widely spoken by the 

Jewish population, but it is important to the religious culture and practice to use Hebrew in 

religious texts and ceremonies.  Though the Jewish writing has meaning that may be understood 
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to some, its place on the sign is mainly symbolic, representing the Jewish religion in the public 

space. 

 The Habibi Sheesha lounge is by no means intended for an Arabic only audience; 

however, Arabic speakers will have further understanding of the place-name than those that have 

no knowledge of Arabic.  Before it closed, it was marketed to an English speaking audience as an 

exotic nighttime hangout.  Most native English speakers may not know the meaning of Habibi, 

but are still able to pronounce it and would likely be able to understand what a sheesha lounge is.  

It is likely that the lounge was owned by Arabic speakers but its intended patrons were mainly 

native English speakers looking for an exotic and different place to drink and socialize.   

 The symbolic meaning of the German sticker found on Elmwood (see figure 8) is 

difficult to determine.  Although the Buffalo area has a significant population of German decent, 

German is not a widely spoken language.  It is difficult to determine whether a visiting native-

German speaker, a local native German speaker, or possibly even a non-German-speaking soccer 

fan placed this sticker.  Being in front of the Albright-Knox Art Gallery, a popular museum 

among both visitors and locals, and across the street from Buffalo State College, it is difficult to 

guess the intention of the placement of the sticker and its message.  It is likely that the person 

who placed the sticker did not intend for many people to understand the message of the sticker.  

However, non-German speaking soccer fans may be able to determine the meaning based on the 

soccer club’s logo and the rude gesture accompanying it. 

Grant Street  

 Grant Street, being the heart of the West Side, has a reputation for embracing the 

international community, and had the highest percentage of non-English signs.  Of these signs, 
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the languages most significantly represented were Burmese languages and Spanish.  Arabic, 

Chinese, Italian, and Polish were also found in the linguistic landscape.  An unknown Asian 

language was found as well.  Overall, Grant Street’s linguistic landscape does a relatively good 

job of representing some of the diversity of the community.  Many signs in English also promote 

the diversity and global culture.  There are many signs that include the words global or 

international, as well as markets boasting African or Asian foods, or Halal offerings.  Even 

national businesses in the area have embraced the Spanish speaking populations and some 

businesses include Spanish advertisements among their English advertisements.  

 Embracing the global community in the midst of English dominance.  From all the 

Burmese (see figures 10, 11, 12, 13 & 14 for examples) signs found on Grant Street, it is clear 

that Burmese language speakers are welcome and encouraged to use the businesses and services 

provided at these locations.  In some cases signs were entirely in Burmese or Burmese- 

dominated and geared specifically toward Burmese language speakers.  These businesses are 

welcoming and accepting of the local community of speakers of Burmese languages.  Overall, 

the entirety of Grant street, which is still English dominated, has not embraced the Burmese 

cultures and languages in the way these locations have, but the Burmese language has a 

significant enough presence to be noticeable in the area.   

 Spanish was another very popular language on Grant Street.  A total of 16 signs at 11 

locations that were all or partially in Spanish were photographed.  These signs included place 

name signs and advertisements. Six signs were place name signs and 11 signs categorized as 

advertisements.  Advertisements include signs for local businesses and organizations and for 

national businesses.  
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  Place name signs found in Spanish were found at two businesses and three churches.  

The churches had place names entirely in Spanish, and likely held their services and meetings in 

Spanish.  These signs were directed toward the Spanish speaking community.  In the case of 

Iglesia Christiana, the church shared a space with The Salvation Amy.  On this sign, both 

languages were similar in size and were treated for the most part equally on the sign, with the 

exception that English was first, and therefore, likely valued more. From the large, majority 

Spanish church poster at this location it is easy to infer from this sign that church meetings and 

services are conducted entirely in Spanish.  The two Casa Bonita furniture stores, on the other 

hand, were likely intended for a wider audience.  These businesses may be owned by Spanish 

speakers, and may cater to Spanish speakers, but the intended audience of the shops was not 

solely Spanish speakers.  English speakers are definitely welcome to visit and shop, as all other 

signs advertising what they have available were entirely in English.  

  The majority of the Spanish advertisements found on Grant street were intended for 

Spanish speakers.  At the Salvation Army, a domestic violence hotline flyer was present in both 

Spanish and Burmese.  The fact that an English sign for the hotline is absent makes it seem like 

domestic violence is only a problem in these two populations, which is likely not the case, and 

this instance of non-English signage gives cause for further investigation..  All three cell phone 

carriers whose advertisements were found on Grant are national companies that serve people all 

over the United States.  It is likely that these businesses  chose to include Spanish signs in order 

to gain a wider audience in urban areas.  Another national company that used a Spanish sign was 

Jackson Hewitt Tax Service.  Jackson Hewitt’s relatively permanent sign shows their business 

has a strong desire to expand into the Spanish-speaking population.  On the WSYDC bus shelter 
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sign, as on their billboard on Elmwood, English was larger and more prominent on the sign.  

Again, this shows that English had greater value than Spanish. 

 Overall, Spanish was used in the linguistic landscape for different reasons.  In the case of 

the churches, they were likely places where church services and meetings would be in Spanish, 

and they were welcoming the Spanish community to be a part of their congregation.  Most 

advertisements were directly addressing the Spanish community, inviting them to buy a product 

or sending a message to them.   

 Arabic signs on Grant street indicated an Arabic speaking community in the area, and 

signs in Arabic were generally geared toward an Arabic speaking population.  The advertisement 

for Yemenia (see figure 17) featured both English and Arabic in similar font size and color on 

opposite sides of the poster.  As English is read from left to right, and Arabic from right to left, 

both languages appeared to come first on the sign as they were read. This advertisement 

appeared to value English and Arabic equally. 

 At Kat Food Market, Arabic was found on two signs (see figure 18) among English 

language.  However, where Arabic was portrayed it was found on items directly intended for 

Arabic speakers.  All other signs outside this market were entirely in English and it is that likely 

that this market was not intended for speakers of any one language.  However, the market does 

serve Arabic speaking populations, offering phone cards and groceries specifically for them.  

Phone cards are important in the international community for people that want to maintain 

contact with family in their home countries.  It is also appealing for Arabic speakers to be able to 

find food that they would would eat in their home countries. 
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 Although Arabic is used sparsely in the linguistic landscape of Grant, it does point to a 

local Arabic speaking population.  Many markets and convenience stores, though they did not 

have any Arabic signs outside, did advertise Halal foods (see figure 19), and it is clear that 

Arabic grocery products and services are offered.  Advertising geared toward arabic speakers and 

middle eastern people is found throughout the linguistic landscape, and many shops use pictures 

in their advertising to make clear what they sell to non-English speakers.  Overall, it is necessary 

for Arabic speakers to learn English to be able to fully participate in the community, but 

measures have been taken to make services accessible to those who have not yet learned English. 

 There is perhaps no better display of embracing linguistic diversity in Grant Street’s 

linguistic landscape than the signs found in multiple non-English languages.  At iT Garden, the 

business owner ensured that many of the linguistic communities in the West Side would be able 

to understand what services were offered at their business by including a Burmese language, 

Nepali, Arabic and Somali (see figure 22).  English is still significantly larger and more 

prominent on the sign than all other languages, and is the dominant language of most other signs 

displayed outside the business.  iT Garden reflects the overall message of Grant Street’s 

linguistic landscape, that English is dominant, but other language groups are present in the area.  

The WSYDC’s flyers (see figures 23 & 24) communicate a similar message.  These signs 

included four non-English languages:  Arabic, Spanish, Somali and a Burmese language.  The 

inclusion of all these languages shows WSYDC’s commitment to spreading their message to the 

different linguistic populations in Buffalo.  However, the question must be raised if the message 

is culturally appropriate for all communities and how it comes across to speakers of non-English 

languages.  Many of the non-English speaking cultures in Buffalo value family above little else.  
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These people may find a message about being a good parent unnecessary, confusing or even 

offensive.  Overall, signs with multiple non-English languages provide a good reflection of the 

overall linguistic landscape of Grant.  On all three signs, the physical presence of English is 

elevated, being larger and in a prominent place on the sign, and other languages are included to 

address and embrace the non-English speaking community.  This is similar to the overall 

linguistic landscape where English is most prominent and dominant on the vast majority of signs, 

but occasionally, other languages are found that embrace the non-English speaking community. 

 Non-English prestige and historical languages.  Lucy Ethiopian Cuisine (see figure 20) 

exhibits a display of Ethiopian as a prestige language. Despite the fact that Buffalo has a 

significant Ethiopian population, it is clear that this restaurant was intended for English speakers, 

as most of the signs are entirely in English and the two Ethiopian characters seem more like 

decorative elements on the English sign.  The Ethiopian characters show that the food is 

authentic, but don’t take away from the English meanings the sign presents.  Using Ethiopian in 

this way does not demote the language, but embraces it and the Ethiopian population. 

 Similarly to Lucy, No. 1 Kitchen uses the Chinese characters to promote authenticity.  

Knowledge of Chinese is not required to understand the sign and the Chinese characters are seen 

as decoration rather than language to most native English speakers.  This sign points to the 

importance of English and does not represent a Chinese population in the area. 

  In the case of Sweet_ness 7 on Grant Street, Italian language could be used as simply an 

interesting found object or a historical tribute.  Sweet_ness 7 is known for being a free spirited, 

quirky, low-key place and the interior features collections of random objects, and non-matching 

chairs and tables. It is likely that this sign is just one of the many objects in the collection and the 
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owner saw it fitting to affix the sign to the door.  It could also be an homage to the neighborhood, 

once significantly Italian. 

 The Polish sign (see figure 21) found at The Polish Cadets is more than likely a historical 

relic left over from a by-gone era.  Interestingly enough, the name and use of the building has not 

significantly changed since it was first erected.  The name has changed from Polish to English, 

showing that English has become the dominant language in the neighborhood over time, and that 

Polish language will not be useful in communicating, even among people of Polish descent. 

 Overall, Grant Street had the highest percentage of non-English signs, and included many 

of the diverse languages spoken within the West Side community.  Non-English language use 

showed communication within a language group, such as flyers written entirely in Burmese 

found at a few different locations; communication between language groups, such as signs that 

were written in English and another language or displayed by native English speakers; 

authenticity of food, such as the signs at No. 1 Kitchen and Lucy Ethiopian Cuisine; and past 

language groups, such as the Polish stonework sign at the Polish cadets.  Overall, Grant Street 

enforces the need to know English, but doesn’t completely reject or demote other languages. 

Hertel Avenue  

 Hertel Avenue, although dominated by English-only signs, had a significant number of 

non-English signs.  These non-English signs were almost entirely in the North Buffalo 

neighborhood and were most notably in Arabic and Italian, although other languages were 

present as well.  These linguistic discrepancies provide insight into recent and historical 

immigration patterns in the neighborhood, prestige languages, and efforts at heritage 

preservation.  
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 North Buffalo’s Arabic community.  Signs in Arabic on Hertel indicate that there is a 

significant population of Arabic speakers in the area.  There is a presence of signs completely in 

Arabic.  Many of these signs convey direct ties to cultural and religious practices of the Arabic 

speaking community, such as the number of signs indicating Halal food is available.  Another 

interesting sign on a storefront that contained Arabic signage is the vinyl lettering on the door of 

a former business, which reads No Men Allowed Women Only.  Based on the fact that the other 

English signs on this store front read messages and updos it can be concluded that this business 

was a salon, and in fact, Google Maps street view reveals a large sign that hung above the store 

front in August 2014 that reads Salon.  The No Men Allowed Women Only sign is in English only, 

and is likely tied to the cultural imperative for women to hide their hair from men in public.  It is 

possible that this sign is in English to prevent non-Arabic speaking men from accidentally 

entering and upsetting a cultural and religious practice.   

 Overall, the signs on Arabic businesses on Hertel address both Arabic speakers and 

English speakers separately, but overall do not indicate one group is more or less welcome than 

the other.  It is also important to note that Arabic is read from right to left, and that all instances 

where English and Arabic were side by side, English was on the left and Arabic on the right.  In 

doing this, both languages appear to be first to the reader of that language, and neither one is 

more significant than the other.  This can not be said of instances where one language was above 

another language, such as Arabic being first (and larger) at Newroz Market (see figure 27), or 

English being first at Jerusalem Halal Market.  It is clear that these businesses are owned by 

Arabic speakers and exist to serve the Arabic community as well as others.  No other businesses 
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offered Halal foods or catered to the Arabic community.  Use of Arabic is embraced within the 

Arabic community, but is not welcomed in the surrounding overall community of North Buffalo. 

 Italian as a heritage language.  It is clear from the linguistic landscape that Italian 

language and culture is celebrated in North Buffalo.  In fact, many businesses that did not use the 

Italian language identified themselves as Italian, either through the use of the word Italian (e.g. 

Italian gifts, Italian deli), or by displaying the Italian flag or it’s colors.  Use of Italian, however, 

does not hinder the understanding of the sign by English speakers.  Window advertisements, 

notices, store hours, and open/closed signs at all establishments were in English.  In the case of 

Bella Mia Chocolate, English is used to indicate the type of business, and Ristorante Lombardo, 

though Italian, is understood to be a restaurant because of the use of a cognate.  The exception to 

this is La Tavola Tattoria; however, an outdoor seating area indicates it is a restaurant.  The 

Italian language is one of prestige and heritage, it does not need to be understood in this 

neighborhood, only recognized.  

 Like the Italian restaurants on Elmwood, Italian is used as a prestige language at 

restaurants on Hertel; however, Italian is also used on Hertel as a heritage language.  Hertel 

proudly calls itself Buffalo’s Little Italy or Little Italia.  The Centro Culturale Italiano di Buffalo, 

or Italian Cultural Center of Buffalo in English, intentionally uses Italian on their place name 

sign to promote Italian as a heritage language, and the use of the street signs that read via Hertel 

(see figure 30) and the lamppost signs (see figure 31) further promote Italian heritage and 

language.  Italian restaurants may have intentionally chosen to open on Hertel because of the 

focus on Italian heritage in the area, and Italian language signs may have a combined symbolic 

meaning of Italian as a both a prestige language and a heritage language. 
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 Prestige languages on Hertel.  In the North Buffalo neighborhood, Spanish is used to 

indicate the type of cuisine served in a restaurant, but it is clear that overall the audience the 

signs are directed at are English speakers.  No signs indicating directions or conveying 

information were found in Spanish, and all signs in Spanish functioned to simply name the 

establishment they were located on.  Another restaurant on Hertel, Gramma Mora’s Authentic 

Mexican Restaurant, uses English only on all their signs, using architectural features and murals 

depicting tropical birds in sombreros to convey association with Spanish. The message these 

signs convey is that there is not a significant Spanish-speaking population in North Buffalo, and 

Spanish speakers from other neighborhoods are not necessarily welcomed in the North Buffalo 

community.  This is similar to the Spanish named restaurants on the Elmwood strip.  Spanish on 

Hertel is used as prestige language on businesses targeted toward English speakers, not within a 

Spanish community.  

 French is also used as a prestige language on Hertel.  As with the shop sign for Atilier on 

Elmwood, French is used to indicate quality and sophistication.  The use of French is exotic but 

familiar at the same time to the native English speaker, using commonly known French words 

and phrases, like boutique, and cognates such as chocolat.  On Hertel, French is used to attract 

the reader to the European sounding business.  The intended audience is native English speaking 

consumers, who are not expected to know French, but can easily understand the French text on 

the signs. 

 Like the Chinese restaurants on both Elmwood and Grant, Chinese language is used in 

both cases on Hertel to show the authenticity of the food served in these restaurants. The 

intended audience of these signs is likely English speakers, and in both cases the Chinese 
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language serves more as a decoration then as language to most readers of the sign.  Again, 

Chinese is used as more of a prestige language than to communicate with actual Chinese 

speakers.  

 It is likely that the use of German on Hertel was used to indicate either German 

ownership or that the repair shop works on German cars.  Unlike the case of German graffiti on 

Elmwood, this German word was placed more intentionally, and being a large hanging sign is 

relatively visible to more of the general public.  The word autobahn is easily recognizable by 

many English speakers, referring to the famous German highway, which is often associated with 

speed and efficiency.  It is very likely that German is used as a prestige language in this case. 

 Considering Latin is a dead language, the use of Latin on the sign at the tattoo parlor on 

Hertel is for symbolic and artistic reasons, the words directly relating to the symbol depicted in 

the artwork.  The purpose of this sign is most likely to depict an example of a type of tattoo a 

person can expect to have done at the tattoo parlor within. 

 Historical languages on Hertel.  The presence of Hebrew found on Hertel (see figure 

34)  harkens back to the mid-twentieth century when North Buffalo had a significant Jewish 

community.  The church building the Hebrew signs were on was previously used as a Jewish 

temple or synagogue. Because of the permanence of the metal and stone signs, the Hebrew 

remains despite the migration of the Jewish population to the Northern suburbs of Buffalo.  This 

is different than the case of Hebrew on Elmwood, because in this case, the use of the building 

has changed, whereas on Elmwood the building is currently used as a Jewish meeting place. 

 As in the case of Hebrew in North Buffalo, the Polish language found in Black Rock (see 

figure 35) is a relic of a bygone era, when there was a large Polish speaking population in the 
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neighborhood. Because it is engraved in stone, the language has been preserved for generations 

beyond its erection and changes in ownership of the building throughout the years.   

Niagara Street 

 Signs on Niagara Street, while still portraying English dominance, show tolerance and 

acceptance of non-English languages, especially Spanish.  The number of Spanish signs found in 

the Lower West Side section of Niagara Street reveal a large Spanish presence in the area.  The 

linguistic landscape also shows that while the majority of non-English speakers reside in the 

West Side neighborhood, there has been a migration of these populations to both the Black Rock 

and Lower West Side neighborhoods.  With the exception of a single Chinese restaurant, Niagara 

Street did not have any signs that used non-English languages as prestige languages.  This is 

likely due to the fact that the neighborhoods that Niagara street runs through are lower 

socioeconomic areas than Elmwood and North Buffalo, where many prestige language signs 

were found. 

 Avenida San Juan.  It is clear from Niagara Street’s linguistic landscape that there is a 

significant population of Spanish speakers in the Lower West Side neighborhood.  Not only is 

this population present, but they are proud of their culture, language and heritage.  The linguistic 

landscape also reveals a desire for non-Spanish companies and businesses to advertise to and do 

business with the surrounding Spanish-speaking community.    

 Perhaps the most significant Spanish sign on Niagara Street is the street sign that reads 

This Route Designated As Avenida San Juan (see figure 37).  This sign is an official street sign, 

meaning it was commissioned and approved by the local government.  The symbolic meaning of 

this sign reveals that the government is embracing the Spanish-speaking Puerto Rican (as San 
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Juan is the capital of Puerto Rico) population and celebrates the diversity they bring to Buffalo.  

These and the Italian street signs on Hertel were the only government-sanctioned sign found in 

this study.  What is unique about the signs on Niagara Street in comparison to the ones on Hertel, 

is that Spanish is currently a widely spoken language by the Latino/a population, whereas Italian 

is not widely spoken and embraced for the heritage and past populations of the neighborhood.   

 Spanish place name signs on Niagara Street reveal a presence of Spanish speakers in the 

community.  For example, the hair salon, Impacto by Mery! not only uses a Spanish word, but 

identifies as a Dominican hair stylist on the place name sign.  This self-identification shows pride 

in the Dominican heritage. This sign, as well as several other Spanish place name signs is in both 

English and Spanish.  Many Spanish speakers, especially Puerto Ricans who were educated in 

Puerto Rico, or grew up in Buffalo but maintain strong familial ties to Puerto Rico, are bilingual 

in both English and Spanish.  Spanish is not usually needed to communicate within the Spanish-

speaking culture, but it is a language that is used within the community to maintain heritage and 

ties to the home country or land.  It is likely that the businesses which use both languages on 

their signs are comfortable communicating in either language, but seek to promote their Spanish-

language within the English-dominant community.  Only two place names had entirely Spanish 

names, Botanica el Indio and Casa de Adoración El Shaddai.  Both these places are somewhat 

spiritual, and are likely reaching out directly to the Spanish speaking community.  The church 

likely conducts its meeting in Spanish, and the Botanica is the type of business one might find in 

their home country or territory.  

 Spanish advertisements on Niagara street often originated from non-Spanish speakers 

seeking to reach a wider audience within the Spanish-speaking community.  Cell phone 
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advertisements found at various locations, as well as Spanish signs at Jackson Hewitt and Rite 

Aid reflect national businesses creating and displaying advertisements at the local level directly 

intended to reach Spanish speakers.  It is clear that the staff at these businesses are aware of the 

Spanish speaking community and chose to display Spanish signs that were made available to 

them.  Other Spanish advertisements, such as the advertisements for lawyers, also sought to 

reach out to the Spanish community, but in different ways.  Jose Perez (see figure 39) wanted 

Spanish speakers to know that he was on their side by starting his advertisement with the phrase 

tu abogado, (your lawyer).  The symbolic meaning portrayed in this sign is that this lawyer 

represents the Spanish community; as an advertisement it uses this technique to implore Spanish 

speakers in need of a lawyer to seek his council above all others.  The other lawyer 

advertisement is much more English dominant, and also fails to use proper Spanish punctuation.  

It is clear Spanish was used to try and gain more clients from the Spanish speaking population in 

the area, and the sign does boast in Spanish, Yo Hablo Español, (I Speak Spanish).  Overall, this 

sign symbolically promotes English over Spanish, despite the fact that it directly address the 

Spanish speaking community.  Another set of signs that promotes English over Spanish is the 

WSYDC signs.  As previously discussed, they consistently portray English larger than Spanish 

on their signs. In this case the message of their signs on Niagara street does not address any 

cultural values that may be misconstrued.  The message they portray about prescription drugs is 

likely to be more universally accepted and understood within the community. 

 Spanish notices on Niagara Street show a desire to communicate directly with the 

Spanish-speaking community, and an awareness that Spanish-speakers reside in the area.  

However, three of the four notices portray negative directives and are also the only Spanish signs 
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on the outside of the business or property.  The symbolic message conveyed in these uses of 

Spanish could be seen in a negative way.  Spanish speakers at these locations are being told the 

rules, and on two of the signs, the consequences for breaking the rules, and nothing else. This 

could be seen as a desire to keep Spanish-speakers in line, but not to welcome or embrace them.  

If other Spanish signs were present at these establishments, a Spanish notice might be just 

another message to Spanish speakers among many.  However, since these are the only Spanish 

signs, they do not portray an inherently positive symbolic message to the Spanish speaking 

community.  

 Refugees in and near the West Side.  Niagara Street’s linguistic landscape also shows 

presence of Buffalo’s refugee community.  Non-English signs in the community reveal the 

presence of both Asian and African populations, and businesses that cater to these populations.  

The Burmese language signs found on Niagara reveal both language being used within Burmese 

language speaking populations and signs geared toward Burmese speakers that may have been 

created or commissioned by English speakers.  Communication within the Burmese community 

is portrayed at the two markets, Eagle Mon Asian Market, and D’s Market (see figure 43).  Both 

of these businesses symbolically elevate the Burmese language found on their place name signs 

by placing Burmese more prominently than English.  These businesses use both Burmese script 

and English on their signs and show they embrace the Burmese community and also welcome 

and accept the English speaking community to their business. 

 Other Burmese signs on Niagara Street more likely originated with native English 

speaking populations who seek to reach the Burmese community.  These include the sign found 

at BTC Income tax, and the advertisements for Buffalo Multi Services, Inc. (see figure 44) and 
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WSYDC.  These signs inform the Burmese community that they are welcome at these 

businesses, and it is implied that translation services or speakers of the Burmese languages 

portrayed will be available at these businesses.  On the sign for Buffalo Multi Services, Inc. 

Burmese is even symbolically elevated, being placed first on the sign. However, the English 

place name is still the largest and most prominent text on the sign.  BTC Income tax 

symbolically promotes English over Burmese script on their sign, but the inclusion of Burmese 

on something as prominent as the place name sign symbolically elevates Burmese within the 

linguistic landscape as a whole.  It is likely that speakers of this language could communicate 

within the establishment, and there is a possibility that other Burmese signs would be found in 

the back of the building where the entrance is or within the building.  The WSYDC billboard 

again symbolically promotes English over Burmese script, but also shows acceptance of the 

Burmese community by using their language.  As with many of their other signs, the question is 

raised about the appropriateness of the message to the culture it is communicating to.  Burmese 

culture puts great value on family and the message on this sign may not be appropriate to 

communicate to this community.  This could convey a symbolic meaning that the creators of this 

sign do not understand or care for the Burmese community and that they just want to spread their 

message.   

 Vietnamese used on Niagara Street is varied in purpose and symbolic meaning.  At 

Niagara Seafood, Vietnamese is only used to identify foods sold inside.  Here, it is almost used 

as a prestige language, to show how authentic the food is by using proper Vietnamese characters.  

Á Châu International Market on the other hand, uses Vietnamese on their place name sign, 

directly identifying their business as authentically Vietnamese.  While most of the signage on the 
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building is in English to reach the surrounding English speaking community, by using 

Vietnamese the shop is maintaining Vietnamese identity through the use of language. 

 The French language found on Niagara Street is different from the French seen on other 

streets.  Other French signs on Elmwood and Hertel were found in popular shopping areas in 

higher income neighborhoods and French was used as a prestige language.  On Niagara, French 

was found on shops selling African food and wares in low socioeconomic areas.  It is likely that 

the French on these signs is directly from French speakers from Africa.  Based on the refugee 

populations found in Buffalo, it is likely that these shops are owned and run by people from the 

Congo, where French is the most widely spoken language due to past colonization.  On Grant 

Street, the use of French in an African context reflects the presence of French speaking people 

from Africa. 

 The one instance of Nepali language in Niagara’s linguistic landscape (see figure 45) also 

reflects the presence of a non-English speaking language group.  Just as Buffalo Multi Services, 

Inc. seeks to reach out to the Burmese community, it uses its advertisement to reach out to the 

Nepali community.  As with their use of Burmese, their sign containing Nepali elevates Nepali in 

the linguistic landscape as a whole.  However, this sign still promotes English over Nepali by 

displaying English first and more prominently on the sign. 

Tonawanda Street 

 Overall, the linguistic landscape of Tonawanda street shows only a small percentage of 

non-English signs.  This, like other streets, shows a symbolic meaning of English dominance and 

a need for non-English speakers to learn English to live and function within the community.  

However, where non-English signs are present, they reveal the presence of non-English speakers 
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living, consuming and worshiping within the community.  For the most part, the linguistic 

landscape of Tonawanda Street reflects the movement of some of the populations on the West 

Side into Black Rock and Riverside.  With the exception of one Chinese restaurant which used 

Chinese as a decorative, prestige language to promote authenticity of food, all languages directly 

represented the presence of non-English speakers in the community, a presence significant 

enough to create signs in non-English languages. 

 Spanish advertisements.  Overall, Spanish signs revealed a presence of Spanish 

speakers living in the community.  Some Spanish advertisements were within the Spanish 

community and implored other members of the community to do business, attend an event, or 

listen to a radio station.  Other Spanish advertisements reflected a desire by English speaking 

businesses or organizations to communicate a message to or win over the business of the Spanish 

speaking community.   

 Advertisements that likely came from English-speaking businesses or organizations 

include Boost Mobile posters and WSYDC’s billboard.  The Boost Mobile posters, like other 

Spanish language cell phone advertisements found on other streets, reflect a national company’s 

desire to gain more business in the Spanish-speaking community by creating and displaying 

Spanish language signs.  This sends a symbolic message of embracing the Spanish community, 

even if it may be a superficial one aimed at getting customers.  These signs embrace the Spanish 

language in order to appear more attractive to Spanish speakers, in the hopes of gaining more 

Spanish-speaking customers.  WSYDC’s billboard also seeks to reach the Spanish and English 

speaking community with a message about prescription drugs.  Although this sign promotes 

Spanish within the overall linguistic landscape, as with WSYDC’s other signs, it also 



ANALYZING THE MULTILINGUAL LINGUISTIC LANDSCAPE !123

symbolically elevates English over Spanish.  As with the signs on Niagara Street that bore the 

same message, this message is a positive message to spread throughout the community, to both 

English speakers and speakers of other languages. 

 Other Spanish advertisements showed communication within the Spanish community.  

These advertisements included radio station advertisements at La Casa de los Pasteles y 

Pastellios, and the flyer for the church event (see figure 48).  These signs were all or mostly in 

Spanish and sought to reach the Spanish community from within the Spanish community.  The 

radio station signs advertised that they were the only Hispanic radio station and wanted other 

Spanish speakers to know that there was a station they could listen to in their language.  The 

church flyer was entirely in Spanish, and it can be assumed that the event advertised was 

conducted in Spanish.  The church desires to reach the Spanish speaking community through the 

event and the poster they created to advertise it reflects that desire.  In the cases of the signs, it is 

clear that the Spanish community is promoting the use of their language within their community.  

 Houses of worship.  The linguistic landscape of Tonawanda street reflected several 

houses of worship geared toward non-English speakers and international populations.  In 

addition to the Ethiopian Church and the Spanish church, there were also English church signs 

that communicated that services for non-English speaking and international populations were 

held at those locations.   

 The Iglesia Pentacosta Emanuel was not the only congregation located at the building its 

sign was found at.  The church itself was the Ontario Street United Methodist Church, and also 

advertised in English on another sign that they held a Karen service.  This church shows a 

willingness to embrace non-English speaking communities and allows them to share the space in 
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order to worship in their own language.  The symbolic meanings conveyed by the signs at this 

church show an acceptance of the international community.  Likewise, the Spanish congregation 

seems to embrace the English-speaking population by displaying the English word welcome on 

an otherwise entirely Spanish sign.  Although it can be concluded from their sign that services 

are likely held in Spanish, the Spanish congregation does not intentionally exclude English 

speakers. 

 The Ethiopian church on Tonawanda Street (see figure 49) also shows the presence of 

non-English speakers in the neighborhood and a place that Ethiopian speakers can come together 

and worship.  Again, the sign uses English to list the place name in addition to Ethiopian so as 

not to completely exclude English speakers.  Primarily though, this sign symbolically serves as a 

visual representation of the Ethiopian community in the area. 

 One more church near the Ethiopian church offered services geared toward the 

international community.  The place name sign on the church lawn of Victory International 

Assembly of God listed underneath the place name, Burmese Worship Sun 1:30P, African 4P 

Spanish 7P.   It is difficult to determine whether these services are offered in these languages or 

just intended to be geared toward these people groups, since African is not a language.  It is not 

clear what language the African service is conducted in, and the church may have slightly missed 

the mark of being fully accepting of the culture they wish to reach.  However, this church sign 

does show an effort to be accepting and inclusive of several groups within the international 

community. 

 International markets.  Another group of establishments on Tonawanda Street also was 

shown to be inclusive of the international community.  Several halal and international markets 
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were found on Tonawanda Street, and although Rahma Halal Market was the only one that 

displayed signage with Arabic script or any non-English languages, many signs on this and other 

markets clued in to the fact that the markets were intended for people that spoke languages other 

than English.  The most notable of these was the use of photographs and paintings of goods sold 

in order to communicate with speakers of languages not present on signs, and with people that 

may be illiterate from having no formal education as refugees.  The international markets on 

Tonawanda Street, like those on Grant Street, cater specifically to the international community, 

but do not explicitly exclude the English-speaking general public.  On the contrary, these markets 

elevate English above all other languages by using it on the vast majority of their signs.  These 

markets symbolically show how English is the dominant language of the surrounding culture and 

necessary to function within society, in spite of the fact that other linguistic groups are present. 

West Ferry Street  

 The linguistic landscape of West Ferry Street reflects the linguistic ideologies of the 

neighborhoods it passes through.  English was vastly dominant in West Ferry’s linguistic 

landscape, and there were no non-English signs found in the Elmwood Village or Delaware 

neighborhoods on West Ferry.  This shows that these higher socioeconomic neighborhoods do 

not value or welcome their non-English speaking neighbors, and that in order to function within 

the city outside of the West Side, members of other linguistic communities must learn English.  

Even in the West Side neighborhood, the need to learn English is a present reality for non-

English speakers, as the vast majority of signs within the neighborhood were also in English. 

 Reaching the international and refugee community.  The one major exception to the 

dominant English linguistic landscape was Hope Refugee Services Drop-In Center.  The center 
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serves refugees in a variety of ways, including assistance with filling out paperwork, facilitating 

positive tenant/landlord relations and providing translation serves both on and off site.  The 

center had a total of seven signs hanging in windows and on its door, and of these seven signs, 

six were entirely in non-English languages (see figure 53 for examples).  The place name sign 

was entirely in English, and much larger, but also did not provide any information beyond the 

place name.  The place name sign does however reflect the majority language of the community.  

The center displayed at least one sign each in Arabic, Burmese script, and Ethiopian.  These 

signs are intended to directly communicate with speakers of these languages, and contain no 

English, and little indication of their purpose and meaning to English speakers who do not know 

these languages.  Overall, Hope Refugee Services Drop-In Center shows that they embrace the 

refugee community and want to help.  They use other languages in a way that communicates but 

does not necessarily elevate above English.  Based on the services the center provides, Hope 

Refugee Services recognizes that learning English is necessary, but not something that happens 

quickly or easily.  In providing these services, Hope is providing a bridge between being a non-

English speaker and an eventual English speaker. 

 Another establishment on West Ferry that reaches the international community is United 

Super Bazar Inc. (see figure 52), a large international market.  The place name sign boasts in 

partially misspelled words that it sells food and spices from eleven different global locations, 

mostly countries, but there were also two generalized geographic areas on the list, African and 

Arabian.  Although the signs on the building are mostly in English, there is very little language 

on the signs in general and most of the signs are dominated by photographs.  Photographs are 

understood to speakers of any language, and to illiterate people as well, and even populations 
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that cannot understand English can easily determine what is sold inside the building.  Like other 

signs on West Ferry, the signs on this business symbolically elevate English over other 

languages, but the intention of these signs is not to exclude non-English speakers from doing 

business in an English-speaking society.  On the contrary, United Super Bazar Inc. uses pictures 

to make their signs accessible to speakers of all languages, and the English words on their sign 

confirm that they seek clients who have come to Buffalo from all over the world. 

 Spanish on West Ferry Street. Like many other streets in lower socioeconomic areas in 

this study, several advertisements from national companies were found in Spanish on West Ferry.  

As on other streets, one of these was an advertisement from a cell phone company.  Budget cell 

phone companies are popular in urban areas, and create Spanish advertisements for display in 

areas where Spanish speakers are present in order to gain a wider customer base.  Aaron’s does 

the same thing by displaying advertisements in Spanish, even going so far as to include a sign 

that informs Spanish-readers that they speak Spanish.  This sign serves both as an advertisement 

and to directly inform Spanish-speaking customers that Spanish-speaking employees are 

available at Aaron’s (see figure 94).  These companies bring Spanish into the linguistic landscape 

because they are aware that Spanish speakers are present in the area in a significant enough 

population to gain more customers by using Spanish on their signs.   

 The English/Spanish sticker that was considered graffiti also likely shows the presence of 

Spanish speakers in the area.  The company that the sticker originated from likely was aware that 

some of their customers might be Spanish speakers and therefore included Spanish on their 

notice.  Even if the sticker was not placed on the lamppost by that company, it is likely that it still 

originated in or near the neighborhood it was found in.  Overall, Spanish is used in West Ferry’s 
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linguistic landscape because Spanish speakers are present and companies want to incorporate 

their population into their customer base. 

 Prestige languages on West Ferry Street.   There were two cases of non-English 

languages being used as prestige languages on West Ferry Street.  Both were on place name signs 

at restaurants.  The first was at Phở Dollar, a Vietnamese restaurant, and the second was at Wah 

Sing, a Chinese Restaurant.  In both cases, all signs but the place name signs were entirely in 

English, and the non-English language found on the place name sign was minimal. 

 Although there is a significant population of Vietnamese speakers in the West side 

neighborhood where Phở Dollar is located, the use of Vietnamese on their place name sign is 

minimal and their signs do not show any indication of communication with the Vietnamese 

community and other than the word phở the signs on the building would not be understood by 

non-English speakers.  The use of the Vietnamese phở gives a sense of authenticity to the food, 

and is also pronounceable and understandable by any English speaker who is familiar with 

Vietnamese food. 

 Likewise, Wah Sing uses two Chinese characters on its place name sign to promote 

authenticity, not to communicate with Chinese speakers.  There is not a significant population of 

Chinese speakers on the West Side, and the language of all other signs outside the building was 

English.  Like the Chinese restaurants on all other streets discussed, Chinese characters are used 

almost as a decorative element and are not meant to be understood by the general public.  

Chinese is simply being used as a prestige language, not as an indication of Chinese speakers in 

the area.  

Conclusions    
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 Although this study shows a small sampling of the linguistic landscape of Buffalo, it 

reveals a number of things about linguistic ideologies at play and the people who live in the 

neighborhoods studied.  What is most apparent in the linguistic landscape is that the number of 

English signs found was drastically larger than the number of non-English signs.  This was so 

much so that non-English signs seem barely significant in the overall linguistic landscape.  This 

shows first and foremost that English is a dominant language and is necessary for survival.  With 

only minimal exceptions, almost all street signs and notices, which are key to navigating the area 

and following rules and laws, were in English.  The non-English-speaking language populations 

that come to Buffalo, even in the most diverse areas where they are are accepted, need to learn 

English in order to fully participate in society. 

 Although the linguistic landscape was vastly English dominant, a number of non-English 

inconsistencies were found.  These non-English languages were displayed for a variety of 

reasons and showed a number of things, including the presence of non-English speakers in the 

community.  Non-English signs also surfaced in the form of prestige languages, heritage 

languages, and historical relics.  Of the non-English signs found in the linguistic landscape that 

revealed presence of those language communities, signs either originated from English speakers 

seeking to communicate with these communities, or originated within the linguistic community 

in order to communicate with each other. 

 Non-English speaking populations revealed by the linguistic landscape include, Spanish 

speakers, Arabic speakers, speakers of Burmese languages, Ethiopian speakers, Nepali speakers, 

Vietnamese speakers, and Somali speakers.  Languages spoken by populations in Buffalo that 

were not found in the linguistic landscape include Swahili and Burundi.  This may be due to lack 
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of native language literacy.  Overall, signs in the linguistic landscape showed non-English 

languages being embraced in part by the surrounding community and revealed non-English 

speakers were most concentrated in the West Side neighborhood and dissipated into the 

surrounding neighborhoods, but almost exclusively lower socioeconomic ones.  With the 

exception of Arabic in North Buffalo, higher socioeconomic neighborhoods only displayed non-

English signs as prestige languages, heritage languages and historical or religious languages.  

This further enforces the significance of English in Buffalo’s linguistic landscape by creating an 

ideological physical barrier for non-English speakers, symbolically barring them from high 

socioeconomic neighborhoods until they learn English. 

 Suggestions for future research.  The most significant limitation in this research study 

was the lack of interviews conducted.  Conducting interviews would have led to a better, more 

accurate understanding of both informative and symbolic meanings of signs, especially those in 

languages not written in Latin script which could not easily be translated, or in one case even 

identified.  Future studies of Buffalo’s linguistic landscape should include interviews for more 

accurate results.  With the addition of interviews, this study could be replicated in the future to 

show changes in the linguistic landscape and note whether non-English languages become more 

accepted or less accepted, and if language populations continue to migrate throughout Buffalo.  A 

study that includes other streets in the neighborhood would also contribute to a better overall 

understanding of Buffalo’s linguistic landscape.  Studying other neighborhoods would also lead 

to a more holistic picture of Buffalo’s linguistic landscape.  Overall, there is still much potential 

for further linguistic landscape research in the city of Buffalo. 
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Appendix A 

Approval Letter from SUNY Fredonia’s Human Subjects Review Board 

!

!

!

!

!

!

!

25!March!2015!

!

Amanda!Dixson!

c/o!Karen!Lillie,!Ph.D.!

Department!of!Language,!Learning,!and!Leadership!

College!of!Education!

The!State!University!of!New!York!at!Fredonia!

!

!

Re:! Amanda!Dixson—Linguistic!Landscaping!in!Buffalo,!New!York!

!

Your!research!project!using!human!subjects!has!been!determined!Category!1,!

Exempt,!under!the!United!States!Department!of!Health!and!Human!Services!Code!of!

Federal!Regulations!Title!45!Public!Welfare,!Part!46!Protection!of!Human!Subjects,!

46.101,!Subpart!A!(b)!(1)!and/or!(2).!This!document!is!your!approval!and!your!

study!titled!“Linguistic!Landscaping!in!Buffalo,!New!York”!may!proceed!as!

described,!beginning!on!March&25,&2015&and&ending&on&February&23,&2016.&&!
!

Thank!you!for!keeping!the!high!standards!relating!to!research!and!the!protection!of!

human!subjects!under!the!auspices!of!the!State!University!of!New!York!at!Fredonia.!

!

!

Sincerely,!

!

!

!

Judith!M.!Horowitz,!Ph.D.!

Associate!Provost,!Graduate!Studies,!Sponsored!Programs!

!!!and!Faculty!Development!

Human!Subjects!Administrator!
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Appendix B  

Racial Dot Map of Buffalo, New York   

Image Copyright, 2013, Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service, Rector and Visitors of the 

University of Virginia (Dustin A. Cable, creator)  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Appendix C 

Observation Protocol  

Linguistic Landscaping - Field Notes!
Location/Address of Sign:

Text of Sign:

Languages Present:! Sign Type: Purpose of sign:

Attach picture of sign here:!!!!!!!!!!

Informative Meaning:!!

Potential Symbolic Meaning(s):!!!!
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Appendix D  

Letter to Participants 

Dear Participant: !
By giving your consent to participate in the interview, you are participating in a research study of 
signs found in Buffalo.  The purpose of this study is to find out how the signs found in Buffalo’s 
landscape reflect the people that live there, and to determine meanings of signs.  I will be taking 
pictures of signs and I would like to ask some clarification questions about the sign(s) that are on 
your store or building. It will only be a few questions and will not take much of your time.  There 
is no intended risk or discomfort to you. This is completely confidential; I do not need to know 
your name.  Your name will not be used in the study.  Your participation in this interview is 
voluntary and you may stop the interview at any time. !
Sincerely,  
Amanda Dixson !
Contact information for any questions: 
Amanda Dixson 
Graduate Student Researcher 
SUNY Fredonia 
College of Education 
(716) 880-6890 
call9285@fredonia.edu !
Dr. Karen Lillie 
Associate Professor 
SUNY Fredonia 
College of Education 
lilliek@fredonia.edu !

!
!
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Appendix E 

Sample Interview Questions 

For bilingual signs or signs in languages other than English: 

• What language(s) are present on this sign? 

• What does this mean in [language]? 

• Why did you choose to use this language/these languages?  

• Who do you want to read your sign? Who do you think will read your sign? What kind of 

customers do you want to come to your business? 

• Why is [language] first? 

For English-only signs with international affiliations (e.g. Chinese Restaurant with no Chinese 

language):  

• Why did you choose not to use [language] on your sign? 

• Who do you want your customers to be?   

• Who do you want to read your signs? What do you want them to think?


