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SOME WAYS OF USING NEWSPAPERS FOR PRACTISING ENGLISH

Newspapers are useful for the teacher in that they are filled with texts
of great variety: variety in tone, ranging from the serious, the scientific and
the shocking to the light-hearted, the humourous and the silly; variety in
topic, ranging from current events, culture and »human interest« stories -to
entertainment, horoscopes and sport;’ variety in style, ranging from the so-
phistication and complex sentence structure of the quality papers to the
sensationalism and simple sentences of the popular press; and variety in
length, ranging from several columns to a few lines. In addition, a massive
quantity of new material is produced each day.

This variety allows the teacher a wide choice of material to use in the
classroom. There is something for almost everyone, for almost every class
and for almost every age-group; moreover, the articles are written in such
a way that they are attractive for the intended reader — after all, the main
aim of a newspaper editor is that his newspaper is sold. Thus the teacher
can select an article whose tone appeals to the sentiments, intellect or sense
of humour of his class, whose topic stimulates the interest of his class,
whose style makes the class aware of levels of English, and whose length
suits the activity he has in mind and the amount of time at his disposal.

As texts, newspaper articles can be the source of a wide variety of clas-
sroom activities, such as jig-saw reading, scanning, skimming, summarizing,
reporting, reading comprehension exercises such as answering questions or
chart — or form-filling, as well as grammar exercises, vocabulary exer-

* cises, listening comprehension exercises if the text is taped, and, most ob-

viously, classroom discussion. However, this article will not be concerned
with those activities which can be applied to a text irrespective of whether
it is taken from a newspaper or mnot, which would be too far-ranging a
topic, but will concentrate only on activities which make use of what is
largely specific to newspapers, that is to say, headlines, news photographs,
letters to the editor, newspaper advertisements, cartoons, horoscopes, pro-
blem pages and crosswords.

i. Headlines

Headlines are useful for three reasons: first, they can act as pointers to
complete sentences; second, they act as pointers to the content of the
article to follow; third, they-act as pointers to the style of the article to
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follow. With this in mind, the following activities can be performed in con-
junction with headlines: ‘ .

— the students are given headlines; in pairs or groups, they expand
them in spoken or written form into complete sentences; the results are
compared. This can be an exercise in sentence structure (for example, the
headline MOTORWAY CRASH — 15 INJURED« could be expanded as »There
was a crash on a motorway in which 15 people were injured« or »15 people .
were injured in a crash on a motorway«) or implied meaning (for example,
ENGLAND WINS NOTWITHSTANDING« could be expanded as »Although
Englang played below form and the opposition played well, England still
managed to wing). - o : : '

— the students are given headlines separately from the articles; they
match the articles with the headlines. This involves the students in several
activities: using the headlines to predict the content of the article, scanning
the articles to find words which directly refer to a particular headline, and
skimming the articles to get the main meaning. '

— the students, in groups; are given headlines, discuss what the article
may be about, decide on a solution, expand it and tell it to the rest of the
class; when all the groups have given their versions, the real article is read
to see how it differs from the predictions. Today’s »Daily Express« con-
tained, among other suitable headlines, the following: - »Son who mother
identified as dead walks in the door« and »Dave dies after doctors switch .
off life  machine«, both of which lend themselves to this activity. This -
activity, like the previous one, starts from: using the headline to predict
the story, but, unlike the previous one, which requires reading com-
prehension to complete the task, this one requires language production.

- — headlines and their articles are distributed round the class either as
a whole or in groups; a student reads his headline aloud and orally predicts
what the article may be about; the student with the article has to recognize
that his article is the appropriate one and say why, giving a short summary
_of his article so it is clear to the rest of the class or group that this article
is the appropriate one; this is continued until the headlines have been matched
with their articles. : ‘ ' '

After comparing popular and quality headlines and articles in- terms e
of sentence length and structure, register (e. g. »Come off it, Maggie!«) and
equivalent expressions (e. g. »bread crisis«/»bread shortage« -or »could be
affected«/»could be hit«), and perhaps after exercises in association with
this, such as linking clauses, finding equivalents and breaking sentences
down, the following activities can be performed: )

— the students are given headlines from popular and quality newspaper L
articles about the same topic; they decide which headlines form a pair; dif- i
ferences in style and attitude are discussed. '

— the students are given headlines from popular and quality articles
about the same topic; they are also given, separately the articles; they
match the headlines with the articles, pointing out the stylistic features that
helped them make their decision. . ' .

— headlines and their articles are distributed separately round the class.
A student reads out his headline and orally predicts what the article is
about; the student with the article has to say why his article is the corres-
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ponding one by giving a short summary to show that the content is ap-
propriate and by pointing out the stylistic features that -indicate why the
register of the article is appropriate to that of the headline. :

2. ‘Photographs

) Photographs are useful in that, like headlines, they point to the content
of the article. However, more than headlines, which have language content,
photographs create, as it-were, a language void,-the filling of which is-a
fruitful .source of student language production. Activities which can be per-
formed in conjunction with photographs are: . c

— the students are given photographs and, separately, the articles as-
sociated with them; they match the photographs with the articles.

— photographs and their articles are distributed separately round the
class or groups; the students with the photographs describe them, and those
with the articles say why their article is appropriate. L »
.. — the students, in groups, guess the content of the article from the
photograph; the groups compare results; the real article is read to see
to what extent it differs from the predicted ones. ' 5

— the students, in groups, work out the circumstances that led up to
the photograph; the results are compared. , :

— the students, in groups, create a story in which the photograph is
produced as evidence of an episode in the story; they tell their story to the
rest of the class. . ' . -

— the students write a letter to a friend as if they had been one of the
people in the photograph. .
~ — the 'students, in groups; are given the photograph of a person; they
work out the profession, personality and life style of that person; the re-
sults are compared and discussed. Alternatively, several photographs could
be given to the groups; each group selects one photograph and works out
the profession etc: of the person depicted; each group gives its description
while the others try to guess which person is being described. Alternatively,
one of the group assumes the role of the person as decided by the group;
the rest of the class interviews him until they can guess which picture is his.
If the last two activities are done as team-games, a team can lose a point
for each incorrect guess. ‘ : ‘ :

3. Letters to the editor

. Letters to the editor are of interest because a) they give examples of the
written English of the ordinary Englishman (as opposed to the literary;
technical or text-book English usually encountered_ by the students), b) they
give examples of the English sense of register (letters to quality and popular
newspapers are usually examples of formal and informal register respec-
tively), c¢) they are usually examples of concise prose (the writer knows
that the space available in newspapers is very limited), d) they frequently
offer examples of argumentation, and e) they frequently beg a reply. Activities
which can be performed in conjunction with such letters are:

— letters to popular and quality papers are studied in terms of style,
‘register and argumentation, i. e. whether the writer is for or against what
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he is writing about, and the terms and tone in which the argument is ex-

pressed oo ,

— the students write a letter about a given topic, perhaps one from

the newspaper -itself, to either a quallty or popular newspaper, or both,

in which case they receive practice in switching register according to the
intended reader.

— the students write a letter in reply to a letter in the newspaper, or .

to a lettér written in the ‘preceding activity, thus practising agreement dis-
agreement, concession and SO on as approprlate

4. Advertisements

Advertisements are useful in that, by giving the students a wide choice
in the area being advertised, they can provoke much focussed group discus-
sion if the groups are required to agree on a particular choice. Activities
using advertisements are: -

a) accommodation

— the students in groups, look through the »flats for rent« part of
the newspaper in order to find accommodation. They can be given various
roles to limit their choice, e. g. students going for a week/month/weekemd
in .London with limited resources, or familes looking for a flat to live in,
variables being the amount of income, the amount of children, the need to be
near the centre, whether they have their own furniture on not, and so on.

— alternatively, the accommodation pages can be divided among parti-
cular students who act as »estate agents« or »hotel booking clerks«, while
the other students, in pairs and with specific restrictions, go from one »estate
agent« or »clerk« to the next to find what suits them best.

b) job. opportunities

— students are given roles stating  their qualifications, experience and
the sort of job they’re looking for; they look through the jobs advertisements
to find the most suitable one. Alternatively, they can do this on behalf of
someone else, as though working in an employment agency. '

o — - the students write letters of application for the job they have decided

on. A

— three or four students are candidates for an advertised job; the rest
of the class is divided into as many groups as there are students and play
the roaleof interviewers; the interviewers prepare their questions, while
the candidates prepare either given »curricula vitae« or invent their own;
a candidate goes to each group, the candidates are interviewed and, after
a fixed period of time, the candidates change groups; when each group
has interviewed each candidate, they decide on which candidate to employ,
the results are compared and JuStlfled

c) TV and Radio Guide . ,
— the students, in groups, decide on their evening'’s v1ew1ng or listening,
then ]ustlfy their choice to the class. :
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— the same, but the choice is restricted by such things as having as
a guest an aged relative, a film enthusiast, a classical music fan, or more

than one guest with conflicting tastes. The »guest list« is drawn up according
to the contents of the TV and Radio Guide on that day.

d) entertainment v

— the same activities can be performed as with the TV and Radio
Guide, but this time it’s a question of planning an evening out at the
theatre, cinema, a restaurant and so on. . ) :

— the previous activity can be expanded to planning a day out by in-
cluding advertisements for museums and exhibitions. In addition, when the
groups have worked out how they will spend the day together, students
from different groups can get together to try to find a time and place where
they can meet for coffee during the day with the least inconvenience or
change of -plan. ' ' ‘ -

e) holiday advertisements

— the students, in groups, decide how they will spend a week/weekend
in England together, then justify their choice to the class. ’

— the same, but with restrictions such as the amount of money at
their ‘disposal or particular interests, for example, wanting to see the Lon-
don sights, to go fishing, to breathe sea air,” to have some peace in the
countryside and so on. o _

_ — both these procedures can be applied to the »Holidays Abroad« ad-
verts, the students either choosing freely or having sroleplay« restrictions.

5. Cartoons

Cartoons, like photographs, create a situation, the description of or around
which can lead to much language production. Like photographs, they point
to a linguistic content associated with them, but, unlike photographs, this
content is not on the level of prose but on the level of a:sentence or phrase
of colloquial speech. As examples of activities using cartoons:

— the students, in groups, are given cartoons and their captions sepa-
rately; they match the captions with the cartoons. If groups are given dif-
ferent cartoons, then, when the captions and cartoons have been matched,
each group describes the situation and gives the »punch line« for the other
groups. ’ s
— cartoons are spread round the class or groups;. the captions are
placed on the table round which the class or group is sitting; the captions
are read. out one by one, and the group decides on which cartoon is ap-
propriate — students are not allowed to show their cartoons to the others,
so they have to describe them.

— the cartoons an'd‘capt‘ions‘ are distributed round the class; the stu-
dents, all at the same time, go round trying to find their »pair« while not
being allowed to show their cartoon or caption.

— In strip cartoons in which two or more people talk, the speech of

- one of the characters is blanked out; the students, in groups, decide on what
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the character says; results are compared with the other groups and with
the original. »The Gambols« in the Daily Express lends itself to this activity.

6. Horoscopes ‘_

Horoscopes always give excellently contextualized examples of the use

of models to express degrees of probability (may, might, can, should, will),

and usually abound with phrasal verbs and idiomatic express1ons As exam-
‘ples of ways of using horoscopes:

— the students, in groups, are glven horoscopes with the auxiliaries
blanked out; they decide on how to fill in the blanks and then discuss their
decisions with the rest of the class in terms of the degree of probability
they have given each item.

— as the precedmg ‘exercise, but this time concentrating on phrasal
verbs, with either the verb or the preposition being blanked out.

— the students, in groups, write horoscopes for birthsigns other than
their own; they read out their horoscopes for those born under those signs.

7. Problem Page

- The problem pages are of interest not ohly for the discussion that can
ensue from them but particularly for providing examples of advising. More-

over, the forms of advice usually reflect the »status« of the letter-writer,

thus revealing register distinctions in English; for example, use of the impe-
rative or »should + bare infinitive«, both of which suggest informality/fa-
militarity, is generally restricted to adressing a younger person, while more
formal and tactful forms (»It might be an idea to...«, »Have you thought
of ...« etc) tend to be used when addressing an adult Among act1v1mes
that can be performed in conjunction with problem pages are:

— the letters and replies are studied particularly in terms of the ways
in which giving advice is expressed.

— ithe students, in groups, are given letters to Wthh they write replies;
the’ groups compare their replies with each other’s and with the original,
not just in terms of content but especially in terms of the way in whuch
the advice was given.

— the students, in groups, write letters; the letters are exchanged; the
groups compose replies; the replies are discussed for content and for ap-
propriateness to the »status« of the person writing for advice.

— the problem is dramatized: three or four students are given roles
and the rest of the class-is divided into as many groups as there are charac-
ters; each character goes to a group where he is interviewed; after a fixed

period of time, the characters change groups; when each group has inter-

viewed each character and thus got the full picture, they prepare their advice;

meanwhile, the characters get together to try to work out a solution; the

pieces of advice are compared.

8. Crossword

Crosswords are useful in that they provide vocabulary practice. Most
crosswords in English newspapers are of the kind where the solution is
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a word or phrase whose meaning is described in the clue; the popular pa

pers have simple crosswords which often just require synonyms, while even

- some quality newspapers have a »quick crossword« in which the clues are
: not too cryptic. The following activities can be performed using crosswords:

— the students are given the completed crossword and the clues Jumbled
up; they work out which clue corresponds to each solution.

— solutions and clues are spread round the class. The students memorize
their clue or solution and they try to find their »pair«.

— the class is divided into groups; the individuals in the groups are
_given clues or solutions, which they memorize; the group gets together to
work out which clues go with which solutions.

To conclude, this article has mentioned only some of the ways in Wh’lCh
newspapers can be used in the . classroom; it has not, for example, dealt.
with the use of articles as reading texts, which itself can be a source of
numerous classroom activities. But whatever the activity performed in con-
junction with newspapers, the teacher and the students know that the
material they are working on is authentic writing which is, to mis-quote
Abraham Lincoln, »of the native speaker, by the native speaker and for the
native speaker«.
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