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THE PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS OF NEWS HEADLINES’
LANGUAGE (A CASE STUDY)

The readability of a news report greatly dependsttan “catchy” nature of the
headline. The present paper studies news headliassd on their pragmatic, semantic
and syntactic peculiarities, it analyzes how thadimes are linguistically organized
and what kind of attention-seeking strategies Hrglage owns that are used in the
formation of a headline. Some of the results obeias survey conducted among the
non-native speakers of the English language, whimwothe English press, are
introduced to reveal how ordinary news readers decthe messages conveyed in the
headlines.
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“We live under a government of men and morning rEapers”. More than
twenty years ago in 1995 an article having sucliliveaappeared in “The Virginia
Magazine of History and Biography” /https://wwwgsbrg/ stable/4249483/. The
message conveyed in the quote comes from the asisantpat in the era of the
overflow of information in various media sourcesag@ the opinions of the
audience, its ideas, future perspectives. Diffesanirces of information may either
motivate the audience to think analytically or hgust the opposite effect — to
provide already analyzed material, thus prevenp@gple from drawing individual
conclusions or to analyze the presented matteredbas their subjective
perceptions and abilities.

In such global status of media “government” it wbbke interesting to pause
for a moment and to try to understand how the m#idron is presented to us in
different media sources, more particularly we agenty to aim our research at
seeing whether the language by means of which mewsported in mass media
plays any role in decoding the messages conveytuinews stories.

The headline (the title given to a news articlepas an independent form of
newspaper writing since its special functional dmgjuistic features provide
sufficient basis for isolating and analyzing it asspecial “genre” of journalism
/Galperin, 1981/. Oxford Advanced Learners’ Dicdondefines the wortleadline
as “the most important item of news in a newspapex broadcast news bulletin,
they denote a particularly notable or importanteief news”, thus specifying its
role, that of being morethan the name given to a piece of teXDALD
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/defimitienglish/. The Cambridge
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explanatory dictionary, on the other hand, emplegsihe graphic form of the
headline, defining it as “a line of words printedlarge letters as the title of the
newspaper or the main points of the news that myadeast on television or radio”
/CED https://dictionary.cambridge.org/.

The main functional property of a headline is timrm the reader briefly of a
news story, i.e. what the text following it is ggito present.

It is interesting to note that researchers singlé three main functional
properties of a headline:

« the attraction of a reader’s attention to the stataterial,

« statement about the main conceptual content oftbat described,

« the formation of emotional-evaluative perceptiontioé readers about the

news story llexany, Pomamuna, 2010: 128/.

It follows that the headlines as the strongest @sdjpns of the news story are
supposed to have such reasonable selection o$tatydind lexical tools, that will
not only be informative, but also will have emotibimfluence on the readers.

The main problem in understanding the headlinkasit has a very distinctive
language and mostly contains a high level of caltcontextual) background,
which is sometimes very difficult to grasp even fative speakers. It is difficult
for the writer as well to avoid ambiguity while ewiling facts and attention-
seeking strategies.

In terms of vocabulary, i.e. the lexical featurés deadline, there are several
points to be singled out:

» a group of headlines are summary of the informationtained in the news

items or article,

* headlines are sometimes abundant with emotionadlpred words and
phrases,

*in order to attract the readers’ attention, headiiriters often deliberately
break up set expressions or deform special terntan be considered as a
journalistic rather than linguistic trick to produstrong emotional effects.

In terms of syntax, there is a bunch of syntaditggns used in headlines:

» full declarative sentences,

* interrogative sentences,

e nominative sentences,

« elliptical sentences (in such headlines the auyilizerbs, subjects, articles
can be omitted),

* verbal phrases — infinitive, participial and geriahd

* questions in the form of statements,

» complex sentences /Galperin, 1981/.

Those lexical and syntactic features of headlimesapaplied both in order to
contribute to the economy principle of a languagd as an attention-grabbing
strategy in news headlines. Later in the presemempawe will analyze their
pragmatic influence on the readers revealed irceksurvey.
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V. Dijk covering the topic of news syntax stateattharely one can find
sentences consisting of a simple clause in a nepart: According to him, most
sentences are complex, with several embedded slars#® nominalizations and
express several propositions /van Dijk, 1988b: 77/.

There are also a number of linguistic deviatiorsd tre applied by a journalist
in order to make a headline:

» ambiguity,

» omission of punctuation,

* unnecessary capitalization,

* neologisms,

* homophones,

e ungrammatical sentences,

» omission of verbs,

» omission of subjects of the sentences /Prakasl: B5B-870/.

Such deviations mostly do not cause any semanaogds in the headlines,
but influence the readers pragmatically: they atfimereaders’ interest in reading
and getting to know the content of the report.

The procedure of the interpretation of headlineshased on three main
strategies:

» semanticized strategies,

« linguocultural strategies,

* cognitive strategies.

The semanticized strategies are directed to the level of semanttsa
language and allow to extract content-factual amatent-conceptual information
from the lexical and grammatical structure of adtiea.

The linguocultural strategies are directed to the deep level of cdoeép
semantics and are connected to the “translationheddlines, not namely by
translating the words or expressions but by usihg tultural values and
peculiarities of own and foreign language community

The cognitive strategies arédirected to the different levels of vertical context
and help to activate local and global informatisignaling explicit markers to go
deep into the secret layers of the meaning of dlimea The cognitive strategies of
the interpretation of a headline are subdivided itwto strategies — textual and
contextual. The contextual strategies use the wkiadavn information (both local
and global, as well as the background informatiboud the world) in order to
develop a hypothesis regarding the meaning of daalline of an article. Textual
strategies activate areas of knowledge, framesaenasios required for meaningful
interpretation of a headlin8¢nora, 2010: 120-121Hukonaesa, 2000: 425/.

Taking into consideration the above-mentioned listiti characteristics of
headlines as well as the procedure of their inttgtion we tried to study news
articles based on their pragmatic, semantic andastiao peculiarities. Speaking
about pragmatics in news reports we should say atpgctives are supposed to
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have a great power of pragmatic influence on tlaglees. It is generally believed
that the superlative degree of an adjective in adl®e guarantees a higher
readability of a news report. This is a part ofaarpalistic technique called
sharpening(“summing up and selection of what angle to usetijalv is used in a
news report in order to draw the reader’s attenotie specific angle or approach
the journalist used /Asp, 1986, cited from Nordlu@@03/. News reporting is a
bilateral discourse, which supposes journalistghigmnication with the audience,
so its study means analyzing the regularities appmpan both sides. In order to
check the influence of adjectives and other linguisneans in headlines we
conducted an experiment on the readers of newdeartio see how the degrees of
adjectives attract the readers’ attention (theetaggoup of our research were non-
native speakers of the English language aged bet@&e60, who continually
follow the English press, among the participantsréhhave been journalists,
diplomats, linguists, orientalists, etc.). In thdéfferent sentences we used the three
degrees of the adjectivgood. The results show that the option containing the
comparative degree of an adjective has the lovesgtability — 13.4%. The option
with the positive degree has the highest readab(58.6%), it shows that the
degree of the adjective does not matter if the leaéh its content is interesting,
noteworthy and informative. In this case the hewdlvas “A really good thing
happening in America”. The readers explained thlkoice by the positive feeling
and interest they experienced while reading theooptThe same regularity is
observed with the adjectiviead. In this case again the participants of the survey
chose the headline with more interesting infornmatimt paying attention to the
degree of the adjectives used there: “What to denytou are bad at money”.
Speaking about the lexicosemantic aspect in newslines, we should say
that the vocabulary of the news headlines is ugadllindant with infrequent words
and expressions. During many trainings of profesdijournalism, the trainees are
given a number of headlines to match with their mmegs. These meanings can be
understood only by reading the lead or the maih ¢éthe news or by consulting
dictionaries finding the denotative, connotative amags of the words, their
contextual peculiarities, etc. Here are some exempmlf headlines and their
interpretations:*POLLS RIGGED” CHARGES the headline is interpreted this
way: “Allegations have been made that elections resuliere falsified”
/https:/iwww.ff.umb.sk/app/cmsFile.php?dispositia84D=3117/ The word rig
means:‘to arrange or influence something in a dishonestywn order to get the
result that you want/OALD/. In the headline the shortest of all thex@yyms of
the wordto falsifyis chosen, besides the woetectionis replaced with the word
poll, which has a slightly different meaning (election a time when
people vote in order to choose someone for agalitr official job, polls -
the placesvhere people vote in a political election: /httfBctionary.cambridge.
org/. Obviously this is also done in order to provideebress in the headline.
Another linguistic peculiarity of this headline the omission of passive voice
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(polls rigged) and the use of the wartthrgeas a noun in plural as a short synonym
of allegation.We observe similar semantic regularity in the failog example:

“CABINET RESHUFFLE URGEDthis headline is interpreted the following
way: “Strong appeals have been made to the Prime Mintistarake changes in his
ministers” / https://www.ff.umb.sk/app/cmsFile.php?dispositiaBD=3117/.

Here the Prime Minister and his team — the mimsstae replaced with the
word cabinet, defined in the dictionary as&a group of chosen members of a
government, which is responsible for advising aadiding on government policy”
/OALD/. The word conveys the meaning of only themmbers, while in the
headline the prime minister as a figure who hasade changes is realized, since
without his command no change can be possiblearcéinet. The wordhanges
is expressed in the headline with its synomgshuffle which meansa change in
the jobs that a group of people do, for exampla igovernment’/OALD/, so the
most appropriate word was chosen to express thetiah of the news writer, since
the properness of a headline may greatly dependthen selection of the
synonymous words, this selection contributes tditise principle of the headline —
briefness. In this example the passive voice isusetl but the meaning is realized.

It is also worth analyzing how the ordinary readefsmewspapers feel about
decoding the news headlines containing unusualbedasy. The survey conducted
shows that people mostly prefer reading the texthef report to decode the
headline. The results show that the 10.5% of taders consult dictionaries to find
the definitions of the non-standard vocabularyhaf mews report, the 37.7% of the
readers read the lead of the news story to havataohwhat the news story is
about and the majority of the readers the 51.7% tha news text in order to
decode the headline correctly and to get to knowature report is about.

As for the syntax in news reports, different verbaiuctures — infinitive,
participial and gerundial phrases are used in heslito show future, past and
present events respectively. This technique isieghpd express different temporal
dimensions in the headline by means of verbal gisrdastead of using verb tense-
forms, which will contribute to the rule of bries®in the headlines, as well as to
the economy principle of the language.

The survey conducted among non-native speakersglish shows that the
profession greatly matters while decoding the temapperiod expressed in the
headline. Here the linguistic intuition is an imgaott factor, which is generally
typical of the people, who are professional in liistics, other professionals (such
as journalists, diplomats, etc.) have some diffiealin decoding the headlines with
verbal phrases. Those who continually follow theglih press and are attentive
enough to observe this regularity of such phraseke headlines and their further
elaboration in the lead or in the main text are dbldifferentiate the three temporal
dimensions in the headlines.

The object of experimentation was the headline tButilfirm to apologize
for deporting Jews”. Only 27.9% of the readers doultuitively guess that the
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headline shows future action and those readers mvangly linguists. The majority
(46.6%) of the readers considered this headlingeta present action and most of
them were journalists (around 70%), not linguists.

Our survey shows that gerundial phrases used toatedpresent action and
participial constructions used to indicate pastoastcan be intuitively guessed by
the readers (both linguists and non-linguists).

The headline “Milk drinkers turning to powder” isgssed by the 51.7% of the
readers to indicate a present action, while 6.0B&udht it to be a past action
according to the rule that gerundial phrases anallysused to show past actions in
the patterns likeegret doing somethingemember doing somethiregc. and 42.2%
thought it to be a future action saying that thespnt continuous (which is mostly
associated with gerund by non-linguists) is alsedus indicate future actions.

The headline “Thieves caught in a shop” is guedsedhe 70.5% of the
readers to be a past action. The 25.8% of the redalleught it to be a present
action explaining that they could not guess whetherauxiliary verbsre or were
are ellipted. The rest 3.5% thought it to be aritaction saying that they simply
did not know English well.

A number of factors can influence the readabilifyaonews report. These
factors are mostly linguistic, however there areesal extra-linguistic factors as
well that should be taken into consideration bydady readers of news articles.

Firstly, the layout of the headline matters greadly far as the number of the
readers who would pay attention to the headlineaaudrdingly read it quite often
is dependent on the layout itself. The survey cotetl shows that the headlines
written in capital letters have higher readabitityan those with small letters. We
experimented the same headline “Eight dead in woder Israeli operation” in
three different ways and the results are as follows

The headline “ight Dead in _Uhdercover _draeli (peration” had 31.6%
readability, in contrast to the option written alith capital letters and had 40%
readability. The readers explained their choiceingayhat capital letters show
urgency and importance that is why they give peafee to that option.

Pictures and other materials are also used in mepmrts. Sometimes it is
mandatory, still often they are used intentionaléyan attention-grabbing strategy
and do not have much to do with the text. We expenied the news artictost-
soviet world: what you need to know about Armenirihanced with a picture
depicting mount Ararat, Ararat valley and Khor-\firanonastery. The text tells
about Armenia as the poorest country in the Cawgcake readers were supposed
to anticipate the content of the text after readiregheadline and seeing the picture.
The results showed that the option “Armenia: laags¢ history, politics” gained
70.9% choices. The readers tried to guess the mootehe text from thicture
Only 17.09 % of the readers asked for the textite @n accurate answer to the
guestion; 7.6% of the readers paid attention toetkgression “Post-soviet” and
connected it to the option “The independence of éwia”, the rest of the respond-
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ents (4.02%) chose the option “Armenia as the mi@@untry in Caucasus”.

Having described the basic linguistic organizatddmews headlines and the
way the ordinary readers decode the messages ptbindhem, we can conclude
in general that language has several tricks by meawhich headlines are formed
by the journalists in order to provide higher rdality of news articles. The
superlative degree of the adjective is supposeaiséointerests among the readers
more than the positive and comparative degreedewanir survey shows that the
overall meaning of the headline and its positiveureais more important to the
readers than the degree of the adjective. In otdeunderstand the complex
vocabulary of headlines, news readers mostly readext of the news report, not
many of them consult dictionaries to find the déifoms of separate words or
expressions. The ordinary readers of news artindesl well-developed linguistic
intuition in order to understand in which tempodimension (present, past or
future) the events take place. The understandineafs headlines of the ordinary
news readers, who learn English as a second fotaermgguage is a bit difficult
process because of the complex structure and vizoglaf news headlines, so the
readers should either know the linguistic structfrdeadlines beforehand or read
SO many news articles and pay attention to thelimesdand their elaborations in
the texts so that they get used to their linguiptculiarities, thus developing a
linguistic intuition for a proper understandingrafws headlines.
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Q. QUUAMUN3UL - Unpmpymbubph JGptiwgpbph [Gqupwtwlwt G-
nnigwdph hwupughti puljumdubpp. - Unpniginiutubph «upnwgyqwéni-
pIntup» dbdwwbu Ywhujwsd t ypuwagpbiph gpwysnieiniuhg: <nnywdp nwuntduw-
uppnud £ unpnigyniuubph Jbpuwgpbpp' pun bpohuubphu |bqugnpdwpwuw-
Ywu, hdwunwpwuwywu b swpwhjnuwwt wnwuduwhwwynieniiubph, b RL
niwnpniinup gpwynn huswhuh Gguywu dhongubtip Gu Yhpwnynw ybipuw-
gnpbpp unbindbhu: <nnwdnud twl Ybpinwdynd tu wugtptup npwbtiu Gpypnpn
ownwp |Ggnt wphpwwtwnnutph opowund ppwlwuwgywsd unghwpgdwu wnn-
Jnwtupubiphg dph pwuhup, npnup ybp Gu hwund wyu dubpp, npnug dhongny puptip-
gnnubipp thnpdnud Gu hwuljwuw] unpnyeniuutiph yGpwagpbpp:

Pwtwh pwnbp. unpnipniuubph JbGpuwgptp, yGpuwgph Gguwywu Yw-
nnigwdp, Yytpuwagph [Ggugnpéwpwiwlywu wnwuduwhwwnynyeniuubp, hdwu-
wnwjht wnwuduwhwwnynyeniuutip, swpwhnuwhwlwu wnwuduwhwwynieinlu-
ubip (dwdwuwwhu swihnwdubipp ybipuwgpbpnid)

I'. TACITIAPSAH — Obuecmeennoe eocnpusamue A3vblKa 3a207106K06 HOGOCHIHbIX
cmameii. — <duTaeMOCTH» HOBOCTHBIX COOOIICHUH BO MHOTOM 33aBHUCHT OT «OPOCKOTO»
XapakTepa 3arojioBKa. B Hacrosmiel craTbe N3ydaroTcsl 3aroJ0BKHM HOBOCTEH Ha OCHOBE
WX TIParMaTH4YeCKUX, CEMaHTHYCCKUX M CHHTAKCUYECKMX OCOOCHHOCTEH; aHaIu-
3UpyeTcs, KaK OHM OPraHU30BaHbl JTUHTBUCTUUECKU U KaKUe CTPATEruu MPUBJICUEHUS
BHUMAaHUs YUTaTeNs UMeeT sI3bIK. [IpecTaBneHsl HEKOTOphIE PE3yNbTaThl COLMANIBHOTO
OTpoca, TMPOBEISCHHOTO Cpeld HEHOCHTENEW AaHIJIMACKOTO s3bIKa, KOTOpBIC TIO-
Ka3bIBAlOT, KaK YUTATEIN HOBOCTEH JCKOTUPYIOT COOOIICHHUs, NepeaaBacMbIc B
3arojioBKax.

Kntouegvle cnoea. 3aroloBKHM HOBOCTEH, CTpaTeruy IPHUBICYEHHUS BHHUMaHUS,
JMHTBICTUYECKAs] OPTaHU3ALMS 3ar0J0BOK, IIparMaTniecKue 0COOEHHOCTH 3arojoBOK,
CEMaHTHYECKHE OCOOCHHOCTH 3arojOBOK, CHHTAKCHUECKHE OCOOEHHOCTH 3arojIOBOK
(BpeMeHHbBIC U3MEPEHHS B 3ar0JIOBKE)
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