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INTERPRETING NON-FICTIONAL TEXTS

Written communication represents social interaction between a writer and a reader. Contact is effected through a channel, which is a specific medium, for instance a newspaper, book, leaflet, etc. If reader and writer do not to some extent share the same linguistic code and socio-economic context, communication will be impossible or at least faulty.

The writer's choice of linguistic elements depends upon .... ;

i.
the writer's intentions, for example to 'inform';

ii.
the writer's presuppositions, for example that the readers of the popular press want sensationalism;

iii.
the writer's attitude towards the reader, for example that information should be presented in an entertaining way;

iv.
the writer's code, which is his particular regional or social variant of the English language.

The writer's choice of language is also influenced by his knowledge of…;

v.
the reader's expectations

vi.
the reader's presuppositions

vii.
the reader's attitude

viii.
the reader's code.

Furthermore the choice of language depends on

ix.
the medium (an article in a scientific journal demands a different usage of language to a popular paper, even if the same incident is reported);

x.
subject matter (the language of a cooking recipe is different from that used to review a play or book).

A writer's choice of language can be analysed on the basis of the following six levels:

	1.
Graphological level, for instance

· layout

· spelling

· punctuation

· spacing

· paragraphing
	2.
Morphological level, for instance

· word classes

· active and passive voice

· tense

· aspect

· word formation

	3.
Semantic Level, for instance

· choice of vocabulary

· description of people, objects and events

· denotative and connotative meaning

· semantic levels of speech
	4.
Syntactic level, for instance

· word order

· type of sentences

· length of sentences

· linking of sentences

	5.
Phonological level, for instance

· rhyme

· rhythm

· alliteration
	6.
Compository level for instance

· type of introduction

· text structure (line of argument)

· type of conclusion


Typical Types of Questions Relating to the Levels of Analysis

Graphological Level

1. What does the layout communicate about the type of reader each text was written for?

Semantic Level

2. Consider / List the nouns / verbs / adjectives / kinds of words used in the text. What do they say about the writer’s presuppositions and intentions?

3. How does the writer describe the …? What does this suggest about his attitudes towards the event / person / object?

4. What are the writer’s intentions as far as the readers are concerned?

Syntactic Level

5. Look at the complexity and average length of the sentences. What does this suggest about the journalist’s presuppositions about his readers

Compository Level

6. What do the headlines about each article suggest about the writer’s intentions?

7. Look at the way the reporter introduces his topic. Which of these basic questions about the event is answered in the first paragraph of each article: who? what happened? when? where? why?

8. What do the headline and first paragraph of each / the text suggest about the kind of information in the rest of the article? Which aspects does the reader expect will be stressed?
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