
 

 

Teaching Unit 22: News and Reality 
 
Background 
This unit explores the link between news and reality. It provides materials for teachers and students to 
reflect on how language succeeds or fails to build credibility and how newswriters attempt to frame 
reality for readers. Students might focus narrowly on aspects of language or take a more ‘multimodal’ 
approach where they reflect on the language as well as features such as layout, font choices, imagery, 
and reputation of news outlets. 
 

 

Discussion points 
 

Verifiability and accuracy 
It is generally agreed that media products branded as “news” should be based in reality. The individual 
facts should be true, and the whole story should be accepted as an accurate reflection of reality. 
However, in practice individual readers and viewers often choose how much of the news they want to 
believe.  
 
Below are some examples from regional newspapers. For each of them, do you think the claim or 
implied claim is:  
 
a) definitely true  
b) probably true  
c) probably not true  
d) definitely not true?  
 
Click through to read the whole story before you reply. Explain your reasoning in as much detail as you 
can for each one. Then consider: 
 

• What factors influence how likely you are to believe the news?  

• What about the way the headlines and leads are worded?  

• Are there any cues to signal how reliable the information is? 
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a) definitely true 

b) probably true 

c) probably not true 

d) definitely not true  

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-essex-
19388301 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

a) definitely true 

b) probably true 

c) probably not true 

d) definitely not true  

 

http://www.ipswichstar.co.uk/news/teenager-
spots-ufo-over-ipswich-1-165542 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-essex-19388301
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-essex-19388301
http://www.ipswichstar.co.uk/news/teenager-spots-ufo-over-ipswich-1-165542
http://www.ipswichstar.co.uk/news/teenager-spots-ufo-over-ipswich-1-165542
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a) definitely true 

b) probably true 

c) probably not true 

d) definitely not true  

 

https://www.yorkshireeveningpost.co.uk/news
/21st-international-gilbert-sullivan-festival-
could-mean-1-million-boost-for-harrogate-1-
5784893 
 

 
 
Selection and interpretation 
The exercise above demonstrated that there are “facts” that are difficult or impossible to verify but that 
get reported anyway.  
 
There are also facts that can be verified in the sense that they are attested to in documents or by 
eyewitnesses, but nevertheless they can be interpreted very differently.  
 
Below are the opening portions of two stories about the official economic growth figures for the UK in 
the last three months of 2017. Both have the same figures from the Office of National Statistics, but 
they spin them differently. The Telegraph says the economy “defies gloom” based on the quarterly 
growth number and the Guardian acknowledges that the quarterly growth figure is better than 
expected, while also noting that it is not evenly distributed. (Discuss: In two-part headlines do you think 
the first part or the second affects your impression more? Why might that be?) The Guardian also notes 
that annual growth is the slowest since 2012, adding to the downbeat impression of its presentation.  
 
These headlines fit with the widely held perception of the Telegraph as a newspaper that supports 
business and economic interests that depend on economic growth, and the Guardian as a newspaper 
that is critical of business and concerned with inequality. If you compare stories like these with the 
original ONS report [https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/uk-gdp-preliminary-estimate-oct-to-
dec-2017] and with other economic reports, you will see that most financial periods have a mix of 
positive and negative results, and a selection must be made to fit into the limited space of a news story. 
Perspectives can also change over time. As new figures are announced, these figures may be 
reinterpreted as better or worse than they were at first. 
 
 

https://www.yorkshireeveningpost.co.uk/news/21st-international-gilbert-sullivan-festival-could-mean-1-million-boost-for-harrogate-1-5784893
https://www.yorkshireeveningpost.co.uk/news/21st-international-gilbert-sullivan-festival-could-mean-1-million-boost-for-harrogate-1-5784893
https://www.yorkshireeveningpost.co.uk/news/21st-international-gilbert-sullivan-festival-could-mean-1-million-boost-for-harrogate-1-5784893
https://www.yorkshireeveningpost.co.uk/news/21st-international-gilbert-sullivan-festival-could-mean-1-million-boost-for-harrogate-1-5784893
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https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2018/0
1/26/uk-economy-defies-gloom-18pc-growth-
2017/ 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/j
an/26/uk-gdp-grows-faster-than-expected-ons 
 

  
 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2018/01/26/uk-economy-defies-gloom-18pc-growth-2017/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2018/01/26/uk-economy-defies-gloom-18pc-growth-2017/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2018/01/26/uk-economy-defies-gloom-18pc-growth-2017/
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/jan/26/uk-gdp-grows-faster-than-expected-ons
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/jan/26/uk-gdp-grows-faster-than-expected-ons
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