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A CRITICAL EVALUATION OF NEWS ITEMS

This article discusses the problems involved in reading and interpreting
news reports. While newspaper writers present news items based on their own
perception of events, the readers for their part, have limited opportunities
to validate news items presented to them. Critical reading of news reports
can be enhanced by understanding of 1) transitivity and voice, 2) linguistic
representation and lexical cohesion, 3) careful juxtapositioning of
paragraphs and 4) grammatical parallelism and questions in news reports.
This analysis provides teachers of reading to second language students with
some practical insights tor teaching students to be more critical readers.

INTRODUCTION

News writers and their
readers share an interactive
relationship brought about by one
common point of interest the
news. Readers read the newspapers
wi th their own sets of questions
and expectations and, basically,
they expect accurate, balanced and
thorough reports of the day's
events. After all, the writer is
expected to present in the text
reality as it is, and "not an
interpretation of what is "(Martin,
1985). News writers, on the other
hand, present the news in the most
effective, perhaps appealing way
they possibly can.

An undeniable fact remains:
that news writers virtually decide
what particular slant news items
are to take. The facts may be
"carefully selected, juggled and
twisted; certain facts may be
played up or down, or omitted
al together. And the reader will
never know" (Merrill & Lowenstein,
1973) . This alone reflects the
enormous power and
responsibili ty wri ters have to
their readers. Unless they are
discerning enough, the readers may
merely accept and interpret the
news as overtly presented to them.

The danger is when the writers'
choices of lexical items and
linguistic structures somehow
influence the readers' perception
of realities.

One strong viewpoint (or
warning, perhaps) is one which says
that the wri ter' s purpose is "to
construct a text that will
effectively coerce the reader into
accepting the constructed text"
(Kress, 1985). This statement is
certainly the very opposite of what
news reporting should be an
impartial presentation of texts. A
question emerges, therefore. Can
wri ters wri te news items without
inflicting tbeir own viewpoints on
the readers? Or, if this is at all
possible, how can readers
specifically second language
readers - be astute enough to read
between the lines? Are there tools
that can help them determine
statements of fact from mere
speculations, the subtle shifts in
meanings and emphasis, objective
from subjective news reporting?

Essential for developing
ability to read newspapers
critically is a focus on patterns
and relationships. It has been
suggested that "signification
depends not on the intrinsic
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