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ABSTRACT 
The manner in which language is utilized to represent social issues in the public space 

such as in the print media can have far-reaching implications, not only on the issues 

being reported but also on the characters around those issues. One of the social issues 

often reported in the media is education and the process of its reportage including the 

linguistic formations of the headlines, which serves as signposts to a news item, are 

not always value-free. They are sometimes laden with interests and ideological 

flavors. Here, we take a descriptive mini critical approach to analyze education-

related headlines obtained from Arab News between 2011 and 2016 to account for 

interests and ideological connections to the various choices made. The concepts of 

Appraisal and Theme-Rheme, offshoots of interpersonal, textual metafunctions of 

language, Systemic Functional Linguistics, Critical Discourse Analysis, discourse 

ideology are employed. The paper argues that news headlines are built on certain 

assumptions which are drawn upon from the society, and then reinforced to the target 

readers through what is known as lexical priming. Also, positive evaluative language 

used in constructing the headlines are largely uncritical of the status quo and are 

rather meant to support and motivate the stakeholders. 
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1. Introduction 
One of the issues addressed in critical discourse analysis is media discourse 

(Fairclough, 1995; O‘Keeffe, 2011). Media discourse represents a paradigm within 

mass communication. By media discourse, we mean ―interactions that take place 

through some broadcast platform, whether spoken or written, in which the discourse is 

oriented to a non-present reader, listener or viewer‖ (O‘Keeffe, 2011, p. 441). Thus, 

the use of language by journalists and news writers involves consideration of the 

social contexts; and at times, it may be ideological. Ideologies and opinions of 

newspapers are usually not personal, but social, institutional or political (van Dijk, 

1998). It is this impersonal nature of the ideology that underscores its social 

relevance.  

Due to its known social relevance and significance, issues relating to education 

are of global significance. This is especially so because the subject of education is an 

important one in the life of any nation as it affects every stratum of the society. This 

explains why one of the arms of the global body, the United Nations (UN), The 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), focuses 

on educational development. This indicates that issues around education are 

institutional and they appeal to both public and private interests. Since media is part 

and parcel of the society, the linguistic formation of education-related headlines can 

largely explain, not only how a particular a news medium conceptualizes education, 

but also how such news item may be construed and consumed by the larger society. 

By its nature, headlines play significant roles in public orientation because they are 

written and designed in such a way that they grab the reader's attention who considers 

same as both interpretation and summary of the facts contained in the news article 

(Marcoci, 2014). Accordingly, headlines ―are a particularly rich source of information 

about the field of cultural references, necessary to identify the content of the articles‖ 

(Marcoci, 2014, p. 1). 

The different forms of information foregrounded through the headlines can exert 

various degrees of influence or impact on the life of a nation. Specifically, headlines 

dealing with the subject of education can do more than dissemination of information. 

With the aid of language, the subject may be viewed positively or negatively based on 

the evaluation of the writer and/or the ideology of the news organization. All of these 

and others are negotiated through the linguistic choices made in the formation of 

headlines. Of course, those choices may not be value-free. 

2. Headlines as Discourse Formations 
Language is the main tool used in the media to disseminate messages. And the use 

of language, as such, is ingrained in ‗discourse‘. Even in the case of pictorial news 

presentation, textual elements are used in conjunction with other semiotic 

representations which allows for multimodal discourse analysis. A number of 

scholarly works on discourse, today, are drawn from inspirations from Michel 

Foucault, who in the sixties, began to analyze issues relating to knowledge and truth, 

mental health, crimes and punishment as well as rules that govern how statements 

emerge and how knowledge is historically ordered through discourse (see, for 
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example Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1982; Schneider, 2016). Thus, contemporary scholars 

have variously defined discourse as ―the use of language‖ (Chilton and Schaffner, 

2002, p. 14), and as ―anything written or said or communicated using signs‖ 

(Fillingham 1993, p. 100). It is also seen as communication practices, which 

―systematically construct our knowledge of reality‖ (Schneider, 2013). News 

headlines perfectly fit into these descriptions. Language is variously put into use for 

the purpose of communicating certain phenomenon or ideas. The process, which also 

involves news gathering, writing, determining headlines (as well as what expressions 

to include or exclude), proofreading and editing, are all encapsulated in the social 

practice. The processes involved in news production as well as the choices made are 

conditioned by the society. Fairclough (1989) argues that there is dialectical 

relationship between language and society. He advances three reasons for his position: 

firstly, … language is a part of society, and not somehow external to it. Secondly 

…language is a social process. And thirdly, … language is a socially conditioned 

process, conditioned that is by other (non-linguistic) parts of society (Fairclough, 

1989, p. 22). 

By this token, headline creations are not just linguistic formations; arriving at one 

may be conditioned by certain social considerations. And as maintained above, these 

considerations lead to linguistic choices that may not be value free. In this connection, 

the notion and extent of objectivity in news writing has been queried by discourse 

scholars. For example, van Dijk (1988) advocates that media discourses including 

news reports should be examined and analyzed in their own right especially in 

relation to the use of language or text and as specific kinds of sociocultural practice. 

Fairclough (1989) argues that ―linguistics phenomena are social in the sense that 

whenever people speak, or listen or write or read, they do so in ways which are 

determined socially and have social effects‖ (p. 23). News headlines, as a form of 

media discourse, are not just formulated without any recourse to the society or the 

social structures. 

As in any news headlines, and beyond the primary function of informing, 

education-related headlines in newspapers perform societal and cultural functions. 

They also play vital role in engaging and orienting reader's attention as well as 

interpretation of the news elements that may be contained in the article (Marcoci, 

2014). Other functions may explain different notions concerning the newspaper 

ideology. The manner in which language is organized in forming headlines 

particularly regarding education may either constitute a boost or a setback to the 

overall educational policy as well as the entire goal of learning.  In other words, 

headlines readers may either be motivated or demotivated regarding the issue of 

education depending on the way the headlines contents are evaluated. Central to this 

research article are three important questions: how is information presented within the 

clause structure and what is the nature of the it foregrounds; how is language utilized 

to depict the state of education in Saudi Arabia; and how can the linguistic 

constructions of the headlines help in understanding the newspaper ideology.  
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3. Previous studies on News Headlines 
Investigations into the various forms of media discourse such as news headlines 

has been part of linguistic research for many years; and it is still an interesting area of 

research due to the important social role the media play in the society. A few 

examples of recent studies are provided here. Metila (2013) did a discourse analysis 

of news headlines of the framings regarding a ―hostage-taking‖ occurrence in the 

Philippines. Employing the duo of Ruiz‘s (2009) three-level sociological discourse 

analysis (textual, contextual, and interpretation), Iyengar‘s (1991) and Pan and 

Kosicki‘s (1993) framing classifications, Metila (2013) argues that ―limited references 

to the hostages‘ background, suspect‘s motives, and foiled negotiations failed to 

provide a fair and comprehensive news context that could have presented significant 

social issues‖ (p. 1). Similarly, Bonyadi and Samuel (2013) did a contrastive textual 

analysis of selected headlines culled from the editorials of the English newspaper, The 

New York Times, and those of Persian newspaper, Tehran Times. The article explores 

the kinds of textual and rhetorical strategies the two newspapers used for propagating 

their preferred ideologies. They conclude that headlines in the two papers present a 

subjective attitude of the writers (newspapers) toward the topic. They added that there 

were certain differences between the two sets of headlines in terms of presupposition, 

and certain rhetorical devices. 

Potter (2016) did a comparison and contrast analysis of the thematic and 

information structures in news reports in English and Arabic published by online 

news media including Al-Jazeera and the British Broadcasting Corporation. The 

analyses confirm that Halliday‘s (2004) systems of theme and information are 

―effective tools to unlock the meaning-potential in Arabic clauses and detect 

underlying ideologies in English and Arabic news reports‖. However, his overall 

attempt is focused on exploration of the ideological representations of Syria in 

relation to the ―murder‖ of a Lebanese Prime Minister, Rafiq al-Hariri as reported in 

the media (Potter, 2016, p. 1).  

The notion of bias and subjective reportage of events in the media is the main 

thrust of Bello (2013). Analyzing headlines of two national newspapers, he maintains 

that ―news reports are sometimes made from a priori perspective based on frames 

recalled and rebuilt in fresher news‖, and maintaining that actors and actions are 

constructed to suit certain perspectives (Bello, 2013, p. 1). His analysis of ideology in 

news reports is built on insights from Teun van Dijk and Norman Fairclough‘s 

perspectives on Critical Discourse Analysis. Taiwo‘s (2007) conclusions that 

―headlines are emotion-inducing strategy in the hands of the editor‖ (p. 1) is borne out 

of his investigations into headlines from Nigerian newspapers. He argues that editors 

―used to initiate, sustain discourse and shape the views of the readers on national 

issues‖ (p. 1). Using critical analytical tools, he maintains that headlines have hidden 

ideological meanings as may be reflected in the manner in which certain views are 

foregrounded as against those that are undermined.  
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4. Theoretical considerations 
As observed above, news headlines are creations of various social considerations. 

Thus, it is worthwhile to engage such texts (headlines) with insights from linguistic 

theories that view language from social perspective. Systemic Functional Linguistics 

(SFL) is a theory that conceptualizes language from its social functions. It provides 

both grammatical and functional (meaning) account language especially as may be 

used in real life situations. For the purpose of this paper, aspects of SFL that consider 

language from social interactions, roles, relationships and attitudes in texts as well as 

textual formations and arrangements are engaged. They are respectively called 

interpersonal and textual metafunctions (Halliday & Mathiessen, 2014; Halliday & 

Hasan, 1989). Interpersonal function is built on the notion that communication, be it 

written or spoken, involves a kind of interaction in the sense that it enacts 

relationships. It is also referred to as Tenor (of discourse). Halliday (1994) list four 

different roles that can be enacted in discourse: 

(i) the roles played by those taking part in the socio-semiotic activity – (1) 

institutional roles, (2) status roles (power, either equal or unequal), (3) contact roles 

(familiarity, ranging from strangers to intimates) and (4) sociometric roles (affect, 

either neutral or charged, positively or negatively); (ii) the values that the interactants 

imbue the domain with (either neutral or loaded, positively or negatively) (Halliday, 

1994, p. 33) 

By this, attention is focused on the kind and level of personal relationship or 

otherwise constructed in a discourse situation, the degree of formality or familiarity 

including the attitudes and opinions expressed among others. Bloor and Bloor (2004) 

add that interpersonal metafunction of language enables people ―to participate in 

communicative acts with other people, to take on roles and to express and understand 

feelings, attitude and judgements‖ (p. 11). This leads us to the concept called 

―Appraisal Theory‖, an aspect of interpersonal metafunction that expresses speaker‘s 

attitude and judgements. Three linguistic resources are used to express emotions: 

attitude, engagement, and graduation. According to Martin and White: 

Attitude is concerned with our feelings, including emotional reactions, 

judgements of behaviour and evaluation of things. Engagement deals with 

sourcing attitudes and the play of voices around opinions in discourse. 

Graduation attends to grading phenomena whereby feelings are amplified 

and categories blurred (p. 35). 

Headlines may not express direct interactions between specific interactants or 

interlocutors, it is however implied that news writers or editors are not only 

communicating certain events or phenomenon to the public they are also establishing 

certain relationships and taking stances with various linguistic choices made. 

Appraisal, thus, becomes very important in understanding the position of a newspaper 

on certain topics and in our own case, education headlines.  

The other language metafunction considered here is the textual function. 

Following Hallidayan approach, Bloor and Bloor (2004) explain that textual 

metafunction involves the use of language ―to relate what is said (or written) to the 
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rest of the text and to other linguistic events‖ as well as organizing the texts. Aspect 

of the textual metafunction that explores arrangement of texts in a clause is Theme 

and Rheme. A sentence or a clause (or any meaningful group of words for that matter) 

is inclusive of a point of departure called the ―theme‖ which is the ground on which 

the speaker/writer and the hearer/reader meet. The goal of discourse is the ―rheme‖ 

and it the very information that is imparted to hearer or reader. Halliday (2004) 

observes that ―the speaker chooses the Theme as his or her point of departure to guide 

the addressee in developing an interpretation of the message…‖, and ―by making part 

of the message prominent as Theme, the speaker enables the addressee to process the 

message‖ (p. 89). Thus, the information contained in the Theme grabs the reader‘s 

attention before that of the Rheme (Potter, 2016).  

However, the ordering of Theme and Rheme may not be arbitrary or value-free. 

Clausal information can be manipulated along the line of Given and New to achieve 

certain discourse or rhetorical purposes. The notion of ―Given‖ is attributed to shared 

or mutual knowledge and is usually found at the beginning of a clause whereas ―New‖ 

is described as the information which is the focus of the speaker‘s message (Bloor & 

Bloor, 2004, p. 65). For instance, the manner in which information units in headlines 

are arranged may be to foreground certain information and background others based 

on the newspaper or writer‘s shared ideology. It is almost impossible to find any news 

item or headlines, for that matter, that are ideologically neutral. Olowe (1993) argues 

that:  

The editor and his reporters on the one hand and their audience constitute an 

ideological empire. The newspaper subjects all newsworthy events that constantly 

come up in social life to rigorous linguistic manipulation to make them suit the 

ideological expectation of the audience (p. 8) 

The sociolinguistics discipline that focuses on the way in which ideologies are 

foregrounded and discourse manipulated is Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). 

Critical analysts believe that ideologies are embedded in texts, arguing that discourse 

involves power and ideologies and they may be historical in the sense that the past 

may be connected to the present context. Thus, people can interpret discourse or texts 

differently due to backgrounds, knowledge and power positions. This means that what 

could be called ―right‖ interpretation does not exist, whereas a more or less plausible 

or adequate interpretation is likely (Fairclough, 1992; Wodak & Ludwig, 1999, 

McGregor, 2003). Van Dijk (1988) conceptualizes media discourse (including news) 

as both social and institutional practice which involves news production and news 

reception. He opines that discursive practices involved in news production can be 

analyzed textually and contextually.  He explains that:  

The textual component systematically analyzes the various structures of news 

discourse at different levels. The contextual component analyzes the cognitive and 

social factors, conditions, constraints, or consequences of such textual structures 

and, indirectly, their economic, cultural, and historical embedding (p. 176) 

From the foregoing, we see that CDA provides the model or platform for studying 

and analyzing news with specific attention to the text, contextual considerations as 
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well as possible embedded ideologies. And characteristically, news is formulated with 

macrostructures and superstructures (for example, van Dijk, 1988) in which the 

―summary‖ consisting of the ―headline and lead‖ top the schema. According to van 

Dijk, ―the schematic categories are realized step by step throughout the news text‖, 

with the most relevant information coming first (van Dijk, 1998, p. 178). In other 

words, elements contained in education-related headlines would be seen as the most 

significant component of the news that leads the reader to other and other aspects 

which van Dijk (1988) classified as ―Main Events, Backgrounds (Context and 

History), Consequences (Consequent events or actions and Verbal Reactions), and 

Comments (Evaluation and Prediction)‖ (p. 178). 

News Headlines. By its design, layout and positioning in a typical newspaper (or 

any online news), headlines are meant to attract the reader‘s attention first. One of the 

purpose is to enact interpersonal functions - the newspaper establishes specific 

connections with the reader particularly in the manner in which it might want the 

reader to react to the piece of news. As mentioned above, positioning of the news 

content is explained by the arrangements of elements in theme-rheme (information) 

structure. Commenting on the notion of Given and New, Potter (2016) maintains that 

it is not impossible for both Theme and Rheme elements in a news headline to convey 

New information. Accordingly, ―a news report has to start somewhere and 

information placed at the beginning of a report may not be recovered nor mentioned 

before‖ (p.10). 

Structurally, headlines can be constructed in an irregular way using ―block 

language‖. Following Straumann (1935), Mardh (1980) defines ―block language‖ as 

―the type of linguistic utterance which occurs in telegrams, book-titles, diaries, 

advertisements, recipes, dictionaries, catalogues, on posters and labels and in 

headlines, etc. (Mardh, 1980; Praskova, 2009). They are usually made up of lexical 

components lower than sentences. According to Crystal (2003), such sentences are 

called minor sentences. Minor sentences are constructed ―without a finite verb form 

or without a verb form at all‖. Some of the education-related headlines found in the 

Arab News can also be described as minor sentences, although the headline messages 

can be clearly discerned.  

 English in Saudi Arabia 

 Overcrowded Saudi classrooms ‗hampering learning 

process‘ 

 Big education push for Madinah 

 Fakieh Leisure a strategic sponsor of Jeddah 

International Book Fair 

Crystal explains that minor sentences are ―common in certain types of written 

language, such as notices, headlines, labels, advertisements, subheadings, Web sites 

and other settings where a message is presented as a 'block'‖. (Crystal, 2003; 

Praskova, 2009). 

Saudi Arabian education. Notably, formal higher education in Saudi Arabia 

began as late as 1957. Since then, there has been noticeable rapid progress and 
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development (Saleh, 1986). Also, there is growth in the number of public educational 

institutions, students‘ enrollment and huge investment in the sector are positive 

indications of these developments (Saleh, 1986). He explains further that ―the rapid 

advancement in higher education can be substantiated by the phenomenal increase in 

student population, teaching staff, establishment of new universities, building of new 

campuses and the expansion of existing ones, and financial support made possible by 

the firm commitment of the leadership of the Kingdom‖ (Saleh, 1986, p.17). With 

these recent advancements, it is not out place to find issues relating to education in the 

news including the print media. It is common knowledge that activities such as news 

reporting (especially by the journalists), the reading of the news and the following-up 

of events in the news in the public space (either through the tabloid or electronically) 

have become part of daily activities of our technological world, and these discourse-

related activities subconsciously shape our society just as the society shapes the way 

we react to them (Fairclough, 1989, 2002).  

Arab News. Founded in Jeddah in 1975, Arab News was the first English-

language daily newspaper published in Saudi Arabia by Saudi Research and 

Publishing Company. Like any typical newspapers, Arab News reports variety of 

news ranging from governance and finance to sports, education and social events. 

Education-related headlines as related to Saudi Arabia are sourced from the 

newspaper (online version). Analysis is carried out on the headlines to answer our 

questions. This includes understanding the information structure of the headlines as 

related to education through the theme-rheme analysis; understanding the kinds of 

emotions attached to the headlines through appraisal analysis as well as discussing the 

possible ideological underpinnings that the texts may have.  

5. Analysis and Results 
Here, analysis is segmented to focus on specific points or themes. Sequentially, 

appraisal resources used in expressing positive educational development are analyzed 

first. This is followed by linguistic consideration of headlines expressing a present 

state or challenge regarding education; those that portray efforts on development as 

well as those suggest neutrality. The last part discusses the socio-cognitive 

implications of continuous engagement with education-related headlines and the kind 

of metal models such news headlines can create overt time, including their 

connections to motivation and other ideology. 

Positive educational development. As observed above, appraisal resources are 

used to establish interpersonal connections in texts and it ―allows for investigation of 

the subjective presence of text producers in texts‖ and they reveal their stances 

towards the material in the text and those that they communicate with (Martin and 

White, 2005, p.1). One of the appraisal resources largely used in the headlines is 

Attitude. Two of its variants, Affect and Appreciation, are found in (i) and (ii) - KSU 

center wins Khalifa award (Affect), and Saudi schools win NASA honors for 

protection of environment (Affect). A feeling of ―Satisfaction‖ is established in the 

two headlines. The use of ―win‖ with the expressions ―award‖ and ―honour‖ construes 

a feeling of achievement. In the case of (iii) and (iv), the semantic construal of 
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Attitude is Appreciation. Appreciation allows us to evaluate things which include 

objects, materials and processes (Hart 2014). Here, ―Fakieh Leisure‖ in Fakieh 

Leisure a strategic sponsor of Jeddah International Book Fair, belongs to this 

classification. 

  
Table 1: Appraisal resources (Attitude) expressing positive educational development  

Text Headlines Appraisal 

resources 

Appraisal remarks 

I KSU center wins  

Khalifa award 

Attitude (Affect) A kind of ―satisfaction‖ is 

portrayed 

Ii Saudi schools win  

NASA honors for 

protection of 

environment 

Attitude (Affect) A kind of feeling of 

―satisfaction‖ is foregrounded 

with the use of ―win‖. 

Iii Fakieh Leisure a  

strategic sponsor of 

Jeddah International 

Book Fair 

Attitude 

(Appreciation) 

The interpersonal expression 

is used to ‗recognise and 

commend‘ the company‘s 

effort in the book fair. 

Iv More Saudi  

universities boarding  

e-learning bandwagon 

Attitude 

(Appreciation- 

Valuation) 

It is meant to show that Saudi 

universities are rising up to 

advancements in education. 

V Research thrives at  

KAU‘s English  

Language Institute 

Judgement  

(Social Esteem) 

The expression ―thrives‖ is 

used in admiration of 

research effort in that 

institution. 

 

The use of ―strategic sponsor‖ positively projects the establishment—Fakieh 

Leisure—and to commend the organization for sponsoring an educational program. 

Although bandwagon may convey a bit of some sort due to the interpersonal function 

it carries; however, it is used in (iv) above to show that Saudi universities are 

incorporating e-learning into educational instructions as found in many other 

universities across the world.  

One of the semantic construal of Attitude is judgement; and judgements of ―social 

esteem‖ as seen above ―are concerned with evaluations that may enhance or damage a 

person‘s image before his/her community, but which do not entail legal or moral 

consequences‖ (Souza, 2006, p. 542). The expression, Research thrives at KAU‘s 

English Language Institute, is a way of indirect evaluation of the individuals that 

conduct the research and constitute the Institute as an establishment. As indicated 

above, the lexical item ―thrive‖ is positive; and the headline aims at not only telling 

the news but also attempting to entrench the success in the public for undisclosed 

(potentially positive) reasons. 
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Other evaluative language found in the headlines include Engagement and 

Graduation. Hart (2014) explains that Engagement assists to understand the ―extent to 

which speakers acknowledge…alternative voices and, if they do, the different ways in 

which they then interact with them‖ (p. 52). To him, this can be monoglossic or 

dialogistic depending on whether the speaker or writer ―presents the position 

communicated as undisputed and/or indisputable fact‖ or whether there is ―room for 

dialogically alternative positions‖ (p. 53). In the table below, the use of the superlative 

adjective ―largest‖ with ―mobile reseller‖ is categorical and appears not give room for 

dialogized option. Similarly, in vii, expression National center makes e-learning easy 

is also categorical. And it is similar to the contractive nature of the heteroglossic 

Engagement in which the expression leaves no avenue or alternative opinion. 

  

Table 2: Appraisal resources (Engagement and Graduation) expressing positive 

educational development 

Text Headlines Appraisal resources Appraisal remarks 

vi Young Saudis graduate  

to careers with KSA‘s  

largest mobile reseller 

Engagement 

(monoglossic) 

―Largest‖ does not 

acknowledge the dialogistic 

options for the proposition. 

vii National center makes  

e-learning easy 

Engagement 

(monoglossic) 

The headline is categorical 

with a bare assertion. 

viii SEU to become sole  

provider of e-education 

Engagement 

(Proclaim) 

The use of ―Engagement‖ 

here is to show a kind of 

alignment to SEU. 

ix 100,000 university  

students enrolled for  

e-education 

Graduation 

(quantification)  

with inscribed 

Attitude 

The two underlined 

expressions are used to 

establish t newspaper‘s 

―satisfaction‖ with the ―e-

education‖ enrolment. 

 

However, the evaluative meaning embedded in the use of ―sole provider‖ in SEU 

to become sole provider of e-education, is part of Engagement system referred to as 

―Proclaim‖. SEU stands for Saudi Electronic University. Although, it appears the 

headline is mere reporting, the structure suggests a kind of ―endorsement‖ particularly 

with the way in which the headline was framed using ―to become‖ as clearly different 

from any other option such as ―may become‖. Using ―may become‖ may have 

allowed for other voices (called ―Expand‖) as against ―to become‖ which does not 

entertain alternative voice (called ―Contract‖).  

Current state and challenges in educational growth. Appraisal resources 

embedded in the interpersonal function of language can be exploited not only for 

positive evaluations but also for negative ones. As seen in (x – xv) below, the 

headlines foreground a not-too-pleasant state or challenge regarding education. For 

example, the use of the expression ―overcrowded‖ in Overcrowded Saudi classrooms 

‗hampering learning process‘ portrays an unpleasant educational condition 
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accompanied by its attendant result or consequence. Although the consequence (the 

―New‖ information) part of the headline is quoted which shows it is not the 

newspaper‘s exact words, but its placement as a headline also portrays the 

newspaper‘s interest or stance.  

Table 3:  

Appraisal resources expressing current state and challenges in educational growth 

Text Headlines Appraisal resources Appraisal remarks 

x Overcrowded 
Saudi 

classrooms 

‗hampering 

learning process‘ 

Judgement (Social 

Sanction) 

Engagement (Concur) 

The notion of ―overcrowding‖ 

portrays negativity of a sort. 

It is also an admittance that 

learning is being slowed down. 

xi Saudi education 

catching up 
with world‘s 

best 

Attitude 

(Appreciation-

Reaction) 

Expressing the current quality and 

its openness to advancement.  

xii Learning 

English remains  

a hard nut to 

crack 

Appreciation  

(Reaction) 

―Learning English‖ is expressed 

on the basis of quality, processes 

and output.  

xiii Conference 

emphasizes 

transition to 

knowledge-

based education 

Engagement 

(Acknowledge) 

Emphasis on knowledge-based 

education is an acknowledgement 

of the need for change. 

xiv Students need 

better English 

instruction 

Engagement  

(Proclaim) 

The use of ―need‖ is 

―concurrence‖ which is a sun-

category of ―proclaim‖. 

xv Kingdom tops 

world in 

education 

spending 

Engagement  

(Proclaim) 

The expression ―tops‖ appears to 

have been used as a way of 

appreciating government 

commitment. 

 

Similarly, in xi and xv, we notice that the headlines express a current condition 

and they show elements of positive instantiations as (xi) portrays ―growth‖ while xv 

expresses ―commitment‖. The formation of the headlines in xii, xiii and xiv borders 

on certain challenges. Those of (xii) and (xiv) are related as they express problems in 

teaching and learning English language. The appraisal resources used in (xii) is 

―Appreciation‖ (a way of positive and negative evaluation of things) and its negative, 

and it is categorized as ―Reaction‖. And in (xiv), it is Engagement (a way aligning 

and dis-aligning with certain positions). It is a way of proclaiming the significance of 

better English instruction. This is similar to (xiii) where the expression ―emphasizes‖ 

signals Engagement (called ―Expand‖), and which subtly recognizes dialogically 
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alternative positions‖ (Hart, 2014, p. 53). It is known that the ―Conference‖ is made of 

individuals who are presented here as unanimously agreeing to shift to ―knowledge-

based education‖ apparently because the present system or situation is unsatisfactory.  

Activities and efforts on development. As mentioned above, textual arrangement 

relating to Given and New information are embedded in the thematic and rhematic 

make-up of the headlines. The way in which linguistic elements in a clause are 

arranged (structurally) can give to certain meanings. Analysis of headlines portraying 

efforts on educational development is done here not only to show the patterns through 

which the headlines are structured and presented but also the meaning they convey. 

As seen below, elements that make up the thematic aspects are apparently mutually-

shared information, or at least information that the news writers or editors presuppose 

or assume readers had already known. Specifically, elements that make up the 

thematic aspect are (noun) phrases that are generally understandable with little or no 

efforts. 

Table 4:  

Textual resources (Theme and Rheme) expressing activities and efforts on educational 

development 

Text Theme (Given) Rheme (New) Meaning potentials of “New” 

information 

Xvi Saudi teachers  to be trained in best 

global practices in 

Finland 

Training to be relevant in the 

competitive world  

Xvii Private schools  asked to hire special 

education college grads 

A form of instruction is issued 

to private educational 

institutions 

Xviii Free  

training courses   

to empower Saudi 

women 

Purpose of free training 

courses for Saudi women 

Xix BMC  holds workshop on 

teaching and assessment 

strategies 

The ―new‖ information 

portrays positive educational 

growth 

Xx Experts  call for more autistic 

centers   

Making a case to address a 

seeming challenge 

Xxi 100 students  train in leadership at 

Harvard 

Shows commitment to growth 

in education 

xxii Ministry  urged to develop new 

English curriculum 

The clause message, meant for 

advancement in education, is 

given on reviewing 

curriculum.  

Xxiii Big education 

push  

for Madinah A plan for educational 

development for one the 

country‘s important cities 
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For instance, a look at the Themes contained in (xvi), (xvii), (xviii), (xxi) and 

(xxiii) above (Saudi teachers, Private schools, Free training courses, 100 students and 

Big education push) suggests that the reader might not have any difficulty in 

understanding the (thematic) messages as they are generally known and cognitively 

deducible. According to van Dijk (1988) cognitive processing involves ―context-

dependent processing of textual and situational information‖ (p. 101). However, the 

amount of cognitive processing required in dealing with the themes in (xix), (xx) and 

(xxii), (BMC, Experts, Ministry) might be higher and more demanding. The readers 

may have to read through the first paragraph (called the Lead) to enable a mutually-

agreeable discourse start point. As mentioned above, all the New information in the 

Rhematic divide of the headlines are focused on educational development. 

Expressions such as to be trained, to empower, train in leadership and urged to 

develop are pointing to potential progress or development in the sector. Similarly, the 

headlines in (xvii) and (xx) have added significance of taking care of people with 

special needs. Making them newsworthy by the newspaper may express an 

ideological position of the paper in relation to education.  

Portraying neutrality. Headlines categorized as ―neutral‖ here appear to be 

specifically informing. They appear to have been constructed essentially to give news 

on education and its development although other functions can be noted. A 

consideration of the first six headlines (xxiv-xxix) below shows that the structures are 

―non-sentential‖ because they are grammatically lower than a regular sentence. 

However, those from (xxx – xxxvi) can be grammatically classified as independent 

clauses consisting subjects and verbal elements.  

xxiv. Education innovation in the Mideast 

xxv. English in Saudi Arabia 

xxvi. Winds of change: English teaching in Saudi 

Arabia 

xxvii. Forum to discuss English education 

xxviii. British Council‘s page ‗Learn English‘ a hit on 

Facebook 

xxix. The importance of teaching English in public 

schools 

xxx. MoE works out plans for an extra-long school 

holiday 

xxxi. Exhibition held in Riyadh to share teaching 

experiences 

xxxii. Firms offer English language courses for Saudi 

employees 

xxxiii. Embassies strive to teach languages to Saudis 

xxxiv. Prince Faisal outlines Kingdom‘s education plan 

xxxv. Students encouraged to use all sources of 

knowledge 



 

 
DOI: 10.33193/JALHSS.44.22 

 

420 

xxxvi. Educationists refute myth about teaching 

English at an early age 

Irrespective of these differences in the constructions, elements that make up the 

headlines should produce meaning. Language use in headlines is unusual in a number 

of ways (Marcoci 2014, p. 1), and in which the arrangement of elements is one. This 

unusual nature may be connected to the fact that journalistic headlines are meant to 

―persuade the readers to stop and dedicate their time to reading the story‖ (Praskova, 

2009, p. 9). In xxx for example, MoE stands for the Saudi Arabia‘s ―Ministry of 

Education‖ and the use of the shortening form is the part of the headline features 

where consideration of space is very important. The ―MoE‖ constitutes the thematic 

aspect of the clause, the writer might expect the readers to understand the shortened 

form as the information in the Rheme position appear to be most significant.  

However, the Theme and Rheme of headline (xxxi) above (Exhibition held in Riyadh 

to share teaching experiences) conveys new information. Porter (2016, p. 10) argues 

that this not impossible as ―a news report has to start somewhere and information 

placed at the beginning of a report may not be recovered nor mentioned before‖. What 

is noticed here is that both the exhibition and its purpose are New as far as the clause 

is concerned. 

Ideological considerations: motivation versus demotivation. Although 

ideology is seen as a fuzzy concept, it is the ―basis of the social representations shared 

by members of a group‖ (van Dijk, 1998, p. 8); and he advocates theories that can link 

ideology to discourse, cognition and society (van Dijk, 1995). Furthermore, Hall 

(1996) explains the concept of ideology from a similar perspective as follows: 

By ideology I mean the mental frameworks—the languages, the concepts, 

categories, imagery of thought, and the systems of representation—which 

different classes and social groups deploy in order to make sense of, figure 

out and render intelligible the way society works. (p. 26)  

One of the arguments of this research paper is that what people read in 

newspapers (be it online or the tabloid) is capable of motivating the reader and 

spurring such readers to engage in certain actions. This is hitherto based on specific 

ideologies in which the newspaper (as a group comprising the proprietor(s), reporters, 

news writers and editors) is foregrounded. For the Arab News, analysis show that the 

newspaper has taken a less critical stance of educational policies. Rather, it 

foregrounds a more supportive approach signposting headlines that reports programs 

and achievements which obviously impact on the stakeholders. By extension, what is 

read by the stakeholders regarding education can constitute motivation or 

demotivation of some sort. The extrinsic component of the (psychological) theory of 

motivation that requires external goals to motivate an individual. By this very notion, 

external factors as represented in discourse can construct aspects of extrinsic 

motivation which in turn can impact on education or learning goals (Toshalis & 

Nakkula, 2012). All these are possible because people‘s personal experiences (such as 

what is seen, read and processed) are stored in the episodic memory over time, and 

they become knowledge which are socially shared (van Dijk, 1997).  
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It is known that ―newspapers have traditionally been an important part of civil 

society, providing information to citizens, convening groups around events and issues, 

and serving as a watchdog against abuses…‖ (Penn, 2014). Also, reading newspapers 

can transform students into active and interested students because newspapers are ―the 

main source of continuing education for members of the community once they are no 

longer in the classroom‖ (Newspaper in Education, 2016). By this, the quality of 

citizen participation in schools is improved.  

From our analysis so far, more than 90 percent of the headlines are ‗positive‘ and 

are capable of motivating the readers especially if such headlines are encountered 

continuously over time. This is due to the kind of message contained in them. 

Education and learning processes are social endeavours that require not only the 

intrinsic aspect of motivation but also the extrinsic. Analysing various mental models 

as they relate to discourse, van Dijk (1997) maintains that ―episodic event knowledge 

is associated with general, socially shared knowledge…‖ as found in headlines which 

are written and read largely based on socially-shared knowledge which also include 

―socially shared opinion structures, such as attitudes, ideologies, and their underlying 

norms and values‖ (van Dijk, 1997, p. 192). These socially shared opinion structures 

along with new information help in the construction of knowledge and beliefs. 

Hoey (2007) argues that:  

… each time we encounter a word (or syllable or combination of words), we 

subconsciously keep a record of the context and co-text of the word, so that 

cumulatively as we are encounter the word (or syllable or combination of 

words) we build up a record of its collocations. We are, I argue, primed by each 

encounter so that when we come to use the word (or syllable or combination of 

words) we characteristically replicate the contexts in which we had previously 

encountered it. Once this is recognized to account for collocation, we can see 

that the same processes will account for a number of other phenomena in the 

language (p. 7-8). 

A regular and continuous engagement with (social) knowledge constructed with 

various social considerations and cognitions as such can help in the storage of such 

information in the episodic memory and in the replication of its ‗context of use‘ as 

argued above by Hoey (2007). Thus, headlines that portray education positively can 

cognitively impact on the students as well as the policymakers enabling an overall 

involvement and development of the sector. The following Arab News headlines, for 

example, can motivate teachers, students and a section of the citizenry.  

 Saudi teachers to be trained in best global practices in Finland 

 Private schools asked to hire special education college grads 

 BMC holds workshop on teaching and assessment strategies 

 Free training courses to empower Saudi women 

When such news headlines are experienced on regular basis, they become 

cognitively impacted and significant. This is turn brings motivation which enhances 

development. We may say that the Arab News largely favours the policy direction on 

education and shares the view that the sector continues to attain remarkable success.  
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The ideological position foregrounded through the headlines are largely uncritical of 

the educational policies. Examining the following the following three headlines, can 

they constitute demotivation of any kind? The notion of demotivation is relatively 

nebulous in the sense that it is best determined from the perspective with which we 

consider the ‗negative‖ headlines. 

 Overcrowded Saudi classrooms ‗hampering learning process‘ 

 Learning English remains a hard nut to crack 

 Students need better English instruction 

By being negative, it is meant that the headlines report challenges or obstacles to 

educational growth in the country. If the newspaper and the stakeholders consider the 

reports as a way of initiating a change, it may not be seen as demotivating. 

Conversely, if the headlines are considered as detrimental to the educational efforts, it 

may then be considered demotivating. It is noticed that the newspaper tries to distance 

itself from the news element in Overcrowded Saudi classrooms ‗hampering learning 

process‘ by using quotation marks to express the consequence of the overcrowded 

classrooms as someone‘s exact words and not that of the newspaper. Also, the use of 

nominalization and agent deletion (Chilton, 2004) reduces the degree of negativity 

obscures the identity of those responsible.  

Conclusion 
So far, we have seen that several factors come to play in the process of 

constructing journalistic headlines. Being a form of media discourse, we argue that 

headlines perform interpersonal (social) functions in the sense that a number of 

variables embedded in the social are considered in coming up with headlines. Also, 

the way information is foregrounded in terms of structural arrangement as seen in the 

Theme and Rheme, as well as their functions as observed in the various meanings 

they convey, invite us to look more closely into media discourse particularly the 

headlines. 

Furthermore, the way in which an education-related events are reported and 

headlines formed can express a great deal about how a particular news item is 

evaluated by the media and how it expects readers to consume same. Appraisal 

resources assist to see the kind of emotions that are built up in the headlines, just as it 

helps to see the uncritical-stance ideology of the newspaper, all with the instrument of 

language. We also maintain that what often comes to people‘s knowledge (for 

instance, through reading and other life experiences) can reside in their episodic 

memory, which this in turn, can motivate or demotivate individuals in certain 

circumstances depending on the standpoint with which they conceptualize 

information contained in the headlines. However, the uncritical stance of the 

headlines as reflected in various constructions can result in slow-paced development 

as stakeholders may not be challenged enough to make giant strides to advance the 

overall educational projects. 
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