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1. Introduction

The media are key actors in the social, cultural, economic and political lives of

countries around the world (Bourdieu 1998; Deuze 2007). Since the mid-1990s, the

Internet has steadily become incorporated into the daily routines of increasingly

larger segments of the population (Sproull 2000). It is thus hardly surprising that,

as part of this process, news sites have grown in importance in the media systems

of most countries and increasingly affect the way audiences gain access to news.

The rapid diffusion of the Internet has also created innovative relationships be-

tween what you access, news content, and how you access it, thereby changing the

WEBSEARCHING AND CORPUS 
CONSTRUCTION OF ONLINE NEWS SITES IN

ESP: GOVERNMENT LEADERS 
ON SHOW AT G8 SUMMITS

Mariavita Cambria

Abstract

Semiotic changes generated by the rise of online news sites have greatly enhanced ac-

cess to different versions of the news, making it possible for the general public to com-

pare and contrast the representation of the same event on a global scale. The process of

producing, accessing, and perceiving news is undergoing fundamental changes, acceler-

ating the hybridization of genres. Representation is central to the process of all meaning

construction and language plays a decisive but not exclusive role in the representation

of world events in news sites. Various questions, however, need to be raised about the

activities of representing, construing and experiencing news. For example, is it possible

to base convincing ESP syllabuses on online news sites? If so, how can we provide

trainee journalists with the multiplicity of viewpoints they need when training for their

chosen profession and through which to guide their learning of English? In answer to

these questions, this article uses a blended multimodal and lemma-based corpus ap-

proach to analyse G8 Summit reporting in English-language news sites. Based on the

experience of teaching in a degree course in journalism at the University of Messina

(Italy), the article specifically investigates research into syllabus construction that ex-

plores the connections between visual and linguistic items in framing news and the pos-

sibility for students to create their own corpus based on websearching. Apart from pro-

moting future journalists’ (meta)linguistic and (meta)textual skills, in general, the paper

is designed specifically to contribute to the construction of ESP syllabuses that explore

intercultural and institutional aspects of news sites using websearching tools that foster

students’ creation and use of website corpora. The paper argues the need for syllabus

construction that carefully balances micro and macro features before any implementa-

tion of an ESP corpus-driven syllabus is undertaken with and by students.
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relationship between citizens and power (Deuze 2006). The Wikileaks bombshell is

an example of how shifting the information frontier erodes and questions the rela-

tionship between the general flow of information on the Web and the role of indi-

vidual news sites as interpretative filters choosing what to publish, who to tell and

what kind of hierarchy of news to establish (Christensen 2010). Any attempt to un-

derstand contemporary communication inevitably entails re-discussing key issues,

power relations, emergent communities and new forms of communication. News

sites represent an example of how newsmaking is changing, and how consolidated

journalistic practices are being redefined (Kawamoto 2003).

Trainee journalists require theoretical and methodological support tools to

make sense of what is happening at this macro level (Allan 2006). The standard

discourse analysis approaches (Fairclough 2003; Van Dijk 1988), often considered

to be ‘the in-thing’ when linguistically analysing the world of media, may not be

enough to investigate either the web units (Baldry 2011a) found in news sites – i.e.

the individual meaning-making items such as headlines, bylines, images, captions,

tables, charts and so on making up a web page – or the web events (Baldry 2011b)

they also contain – i.e. the various dynamic options found in each section of the

newspaper entailing a potential for reader (inter)actions such as external links or

the possibility to add comments, both of which, in a cascade-like fashion, create

further web units and web events.  Discourse analysis, which remains strictly

word-based and which focuses only on the micro level, will often struggle to show

the full range of issues involved failing to allow students to grasp the ‘bigger pic-

ture’. The bigger picture includes different competing discourses at work in web

environments, how these discourses relate to different social interests, the differ-

ing perceptions of texts by different parts of the readership, accuracy of represen-

tation and problems of how rhetoric is used and whose voice has been expressed

(Philo 2007). 

In its research into a balanced corpus-based syllabus, as yet to be tested with

students, this paper draws some conclusions about ESP syllabuses for journalism

exploring the intercultural and institutional aspects of news site corpora for the

2009 and 2010 G8 Summits. The paper first reflects on the issue of how to design

ESP syllabuses citing data from three English-language news sites

(www.guardian.co.uk, www.economist.com, www.independent.ie) and then describes

key elements in their representations of government leaders in a corpus of articles

obtained from these sites referring to these summits. 

The approach foregrounds the use of user-friendly software tools in student-led

construction and analysis of web corpora. Specifically, the paper advocates the com-

bined use of the multimodal websearch tool, MWS (McaWebSearch,

http://mcaweb.unipv.it), and a lemma-oriented concordancing tool, AntConc

(www.antlab.sci.waseda.ac.jp/), as a way of providing the theoretical and applica-

tive support required to promote students’ autonomy in the development of their

ESP (meta)linguistic and (meta)textual awareness and competences.
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2. Designing ESP news site syllabuses: the use of web tools

Access to news has changed and so has the process of producing, organizing and

perceiving news. The act of reading a paper has changed with the rise of the Inter-

net, ‘decanonizing’ the experience of ‘interacting with a paper’ and replacing it with

a new set of reading modes (Cambria 2010). An ESP syllabus based on online news

sites, multimodal texts by definition, cannot be restricted to general knowledge,

however sophisticated, of English grammar but needs instead to focus on the use of

English in a professional context.

Although there are no fixed standards in Italy as regards the number and level

of English courses and exams to be taken by students studying for a degree in jour-

nalism, a common pattern is one English exam for the first degree (the three-year

laurea triennale) and one for the second degree (the two-year laurea specialistica),

usually worth between 6 and 9 credits. Similarly, students are typically required to

reach CEFR B1 level by the end of their first degree and a B2 level by the end of

their second degree. They usually attend a course which lasts between 36 and 54

hours and a class is normally made up of exclusively Italian L1 students. Given the

type of work scenario that students are likely to face, the focus of teaching is selec-

tive, typically foregrounding reading and writing skills. Trainee journalists are ex-

pected to be able to read and translate journalistic texts into Italian by the end of

their first degree, and to write B2 level journalistic texts in English by the end of

their second degree. Despite the brevity of the course, they are expected to have

quite high professional skills. Hence the significance of building a syllabus which, as

it were, ‘goes beyond’ the course itself and instead locks into the wider vocational

context in which students have to work at and use their skills in English.

Trainee journalists often have good general skills in English but little, if any,

training in ESP courses based on linguistics and semiotics. In the pursuit of their

vocational goals, they thus typically lack strategies and experience when reflecting

on the nature and functions of news sites. 

When constructing web-oriented ESP syllabuses that promote applicative strate-

gies, content selection cannot be separated from the development of methodological

skills to be applied in the wider context (Gatehouse 2001). The process of designing

an ESP syllabus and developing appropriate contents thus involves linking current

skills to learners’ future vocational needs, often a source of disjunction and potential

conflict.

The G8 Summits case study used in this paper is an example of how syllabus de-

sign that reflects on content and methodology can overcome this division. G8 Sum-

mits were chosen as a good example of how global institutions come to be repre-

sented in news sites in an increasingly virtual world. As an “unorthodox

international institution” (Hajnal 1999: 2), they were launched in 1975 originally as

the G6, becoming the G7 in 1976 and the G8 in 1998 as a forum for governments of

leading countries. Despite their unofficial role, G8 Summits have become a key com-

ponent in global governance and play an increasingly vital role in bringing together

the major industrial democracies, France, the US, the UK, Germany, Japan, Italy,

Canada and – since 1998 – Russia. The European Commission is also represented
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but cannot host or chair. G8 may, of course, refer to the member states or to the an-

nual summit meeting of the G8 heads of government − the difference being far from

insignificant for the type of syllabus advocated here. The G8 rotates every year in

the following order: France, the US, the UK, Russia, Germany, Japan, Italy, and

Canada. The holder of the presidency sets the agenda, hosts the summit for that

year, and determines which ministerial meetings will take place in the course of the

year. Unlike more structured international organizations based on intergovernmen-

tal agreements and permanent secretariats, the G8 is still run entirely by its mem-

bers. It has remained relatively informal and is unencumbered by bureaucracy: it

has no secretariat nor any information department to explain its objectives and

achievements publicly. 

3. Methodology and corpus construction

As Biber (1988: 4) points out, corpus-based research depends on both quantita-

tive and qualitative techniques: “Association patterns represent quantitative rela-

tions, measuring the extent to which features and variants are associated with con-

textual factors. However functional (qualitative) interpretation is also an essential

step in any corpus-based analysis”. The web-as-multimodal corpus approach (Baldry

2010) implemented by MWS makes it possible to access an extremely large amount

of information quickly and interpret it in a reliable and compact way. Combining

different methodologies to account for the different intersemiotic resources used in

the creation of news is a sound strategy in multimodal corpus-assisted research

(Baldry & Thibault 2006b). Accordingly, seven steps were adopted in developing a

corpus-based ESP syllabus: 

1. Keyword searching for “G8 Summit” using MWS;

2 The same limited to articles published in 2009 and 2010;

3. Construction of an Excel corpus of 2009/2010 articles generated in the pre-

vious steps for www.guardian.co.uk, www.economist.com, www.indepen-

dent.ie; 

4. Keyword searching for “G8 Summit” articles published in 2009 and 2010

using the sites’ search engines to check for compatibility with those pro-

duced by MWS;

5. Creation of per site and per year *.txt files-cum-corpus containing the writ-

ten text;

6. Use of AntConc for word frequency analysis of the written text;

7. Use of MWS for retrieval of images in the articles.

Step 1 was implemented using the MWS system. This cross-website search system

does what site-specific search engines in sites like The Guardian, The Times, The Inde-

pendent, The Telegraph and other sites cannot do: by transcending their individual

search engines, it explores their coverage of world events relative to each other. Using

keyword searches similar to those found in the individual sites, it reports comparative

distributions in a variety of compact visual formats, currently line, pie and bar charts.
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It thus fills a major gap in websearching characterized, on the one hand, by one-off site

search engines and, on the other hand, by one-size-fits-all search tools such as Google

that produce ‘hits’ for all websites with an overabundance of detail that leaves users

endlessly sifting the wheat from the chaff. 

MWS can be very useful where an automatic comparative overview is required.

The user specifies the word sets (e.g. “G8 Summit”) to be searched for as well as the

websites to be compared. In its implementation of Steps 1-3, MWS generates a

cross-site corpus that can be exported in a structured language-oriented Excel for-

mat for further analysis with a lemma-oriented concordancer, a facility not always

available with many search engines of any of the types mentioned above. As well as

linguistic output, MWS can also produce visual output: an example is Graph 1,

which shows the number of pages per year containing the “G8 Summit” string in

the three news sites selected for this preliminary study.

Graph 1. Automatic per year generation of pages “G8 Summit” corpus

MWS is not intended to compete with the accuracy or completeness of a site-

specific search engine. Instead, it explores and compares websites in terms of their

diversity in keeping with its development as part of the web investigations of the

Living Knowledge project (livingknowledge-project.eu/). As such, it is also inspired

by corpus linguistics techniques without necessarily pursuing its goals (Baldry &

Coccetta forthcoming) since allowing students to track trends and not just words is

a basic requirement in constructing a syllabus that encourages reflection on why

these trends occur, how they interact with others and how they can be described in

an ESP course. Graph 1 shows an obvious peak in the publication of articles in

2009 and a declining interest in 2010, clearly present in other web searches repro-



duced in this paper, and is an example of a macro trend that would be analysed

and described in the proposed course using corpus data. All this is part of the ques-

tion of relating ESP courses to cultural, intercultural and institutional considera-

tions which constitute a major input in syllabus design within English linguistics

in Italy. This is reflected in such publications as Textus (2009, XXI:1; 2005,

XVIII:2; 2004, XVII:1; 2001, XIV:2), ESP Across Cultures (2004, 1; 2010, 7), and

Cultus (2010, 3) whose increasing orientation towards the analysis of specific

themes and an increasingly international dimension in authorship and readership

are timely reminders of the investment that needs to be made in ESP syllabus de-

sign in relation to the macro level. In particular, there is a need to work on: cross-

cultural studies in relation to new online genres and new social trends; intercul-

tural negotiation; shared and unshared perspectives in east-west relationships;

immigrant identities in multicultural societies; socio-historical constraints in power

relationships and so on.

In order to ascertain the accuracy of MWS, Step 4 compared automatically-de-

tected 2009 and 2010 articles with those detected manually (and rather labori-

ously) by site-specific search engines. Chart 1 shows that while there are differ-

ences in retrieval rates, they do not jeopardize the efficacy of the approach as

basic ratios are maintained. In the test case, MWS, like www.economist.com, accu-

rately reported that the wording “G8 Summit” was (surprisingly) not used in any

heading. Moreover site-specific search engines are not without weaknesses, some

of them critical: slow access and retrieval speeds, different search features and re-

strictions – e.g. www.independent.ie only allows chronological searching from the

oldest to the newest or vice-versa – are undesirable complications in student-led

activities.

Chart 1. Left: number of articles retrieved manually. Right: retrieved automatically

Steps 5 and 6 are designed to introduce the use of a traditional lemma-oriented

concordancing tool, AntConc, to help students locate and analyse word units and co-

texts. On this occasion, all the articles containing the “G8 Summit” string were

downloaded using manual searching (Step 5) and organized as separate files accord-

ing to year and news sites. This created a set of six files which generated a corpus of

113,053 words. On the basis of this preliminary experimentation, there is good rea-

son to believe that the much faster and essentially automatic MWS method, where
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searches are exported automatically for subsequent analysis, will simplify the

process without compromising the benefits for students. Students clearly need sim-

ple and rapid data retrieval and management tools that facilitate their capacity to

describe texts and the trends they reveal. In this respect, the specific news sites

analysed were selected for the diversity of the national and international perspec-

tives they offer, the requirement being to find ways in which students can really

grasp these different cultural perspectives in an ESP syllabus.

In this respect, Charts 2 summarizes the differences in the number of articles

published per news site (left) and per year (right). This corpus, deliberately kept sim-

ple at this syllabus-design prototyping stage, was mainly investigated as two sepa-

rate subcorpora, one with some 60,000-plus words for 2009, the other with some

50,000-plus words for 2010. This facilitated assessment of each site’s views on a spe-

cific topic in a specific year (e.g. the Guardian’s 2009 view of the G8 Summit).

Chart 2. Left: Source of articles in the corpus. Right: per-year composition of the corpus

4. Identifying trends: frequency count and images in web event cor-
pora

Two significant macro trends emerge from Table 1: the effects of geographical lo-

cation on reporting trends and each site’s inclinations in national and international

policy.

All three sites show a common tendency in 2009 in that Berlusconi is the most

quoted leader, probably because the summit was hosted in Italy (AntConc ranks

Berlusconi as the 41st word in the 2009 corpus word list). The same is true as re-

gards their tendency to focus on US policy, which often receives special and sepa-

rate attention, indicating the high US impact on G8 Summits; an AntConc keyword

search ranked Obama in 51st and 93rd place respectively in the 2009 and 2010 cor-

pora. Data diverge quite significantly (when the relation between news sites and

number of articles published is taken into account). In the 2009 corpus,

www.guardian.co.uk focused on Berlusconi, Gordon Brown and Barack Obama. In



the 2010 corpus the newly elected David Cameron claimed half of the total number

of mentions while www.economist.com showed its pro-US tendency with Obama as

the most-quoted leader overall. 

Table 1. AntConc’s government leader frequency count in the two subcorpora

The absence of any reference to the Japanese leader in 2010 suggests the sites’

assumed lack of interest on the part of their readership of Japanese affairs, a mat-

ter which students need to reflect on and describe.

A major aspect of ESP syllabus design for trainee journalists is the relation-

ship between written text and images in news articles. Image retrieval (Step 7)

was carried out using MWS using a special Level Three filter (see Figure 1)

which, among the various image retrieval options available in MWS (see Figure 4

below), permits a secondary search to be made via a direct link with individual

websites in the retrieved data. As Figure 1 shows, this allows a specific article to

be split up in terms of its mini-genre (Baldry & Thibault 2006a) subparts: head-

lines, photo captions, first line content and so on. Figure 1 is a good example of

the spirit underlying the representation of government leaders and countries in

the corpus. The photo was taken during the Aquila meeting with Oxfam members

wearing masks and playing different roles demonstrating how a multimodal text,

even when making little use of language, encapsulates the common perception of

a G8 Summit. The politics-as-a-game theme is emphatically represented by the

earth as a cooking recipe on climate change and by the clearly ironic position of

Berlusconi next to the only female in the picture. Within the broader methodolog-

ical context of linking the quantitative aspects of the article to the quality of the

images it contains, the combined use of easy-to-use lemma-oriented and inter-

semiotically-oriented software tools opens up the way for systematic comparisons

of the visual and linguistic subparts of online news articles. As Figure 1 suggests,

this is a defining characteristic of the trade to be learnt and is thus a crucial fea-
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Government leader 

 

Year 

economist.com independent.ie guardian.co.uk Tot. 

2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009 2010 2009/10 
Stephen Harper (Canada)  8 22 0 1 3 18 11 41 52 

Nikolas Sarkozy (France) 11 35 1 1 25 9 37 45 82 

Silvio Berlusconi (Italy) 67 0 57 6 105 6 229 12 241 

Angela Merkel (Germany) 40 1 2 1 7 20 49 22 71 

Taro Aso (Japan) 11 N/A 0 N/A 0 N/A 11 N/A 11 

Naoto Kan (Japan) N/A 0 N/A 0 N/A 0 N/A 0 0 

Dmitri Medvedev (Russia) 2 3 1 0 11 13 14 16 30 

Gordon Brown (UK) 2 N/A 5 N/A 147 N/A 154 N/A 154 

David Cameron (UK) N/A 0 N/A 26 N/A 178 N/A 204 204 

Barack Obama (US) 21 14 2 8 176 48 199 70 269 

Total 162 75 68 43 474 292 704 410 1114 
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ture in an ESP course concerned with meaning-making and meaning-making pat-

terns in website news. 

Figure 1. Members of Oxfam wearing G8 leader masks and dressed up as chefs

In the syllabus design phase, both the AntConc concordance program used to in-

vestigate the lexical content of the articles and the multimodal websearch program

MWS integrated well allowing the syllabus to focus on overall trends in the content

while not losing sight of lexicogrammatical, discourse and genre-related features.

Within this framework, the study of visual and verbal interplays in web events is

vital. The author’s data (not shown for reasons of space) suggest that the deploy-

ment of images is in keeping with a news site’s political trends and with the number

of times leaders are quoted in articles. Thus, for instance, David Cameron was the

most photographed in www.guardian.co.uk in 2010 while Berlusconi was depicted in

non-institutional actions in both corpora. However, while the role of photographs in

news reporting has been studied from various perspectives (e.g. Barthes 1977; Hall

1981; Kress 2010, Kress & van Leeuwen 1996[2006]; Huxford 2001; Knox 2007; Li

2002), image retrieval and analysis has perhaps not yet received the attention it de-

serves in ESP corpus studies.

5. Student corpus construction and investigation

How does all this unfold in the classroom? To what extent can the work of corpus

construction and analysis be handed over to students? Where in the long tradition
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of learner corpora in English linguistics in Italy (Aston 1998, 2001; Bernardini 2000;

Facchinetti 2000; Martelli 2008; Partington 1998; Prat Zagrebelsky 2004; Rossini

Favretti 2000; Taylor Torsello et al. 2001; Tognini Bonelli, 2001) does students’ use

and construction of Internet corpora fit in? Is this a new departure or a dead end?

In attempting to provide an answer to this last question, this section briefly

describes a scenario in which students, after a classroom lesson based on what

has been stated above, are required to provide a follow-up. Let us assume we ask

students to extend the search so as to understand the relationship between the

G8 and the G20, the latter being the group of finance ministers and central bank

governors from 20 economies, i.e. 19 countries plus the European Union, who

have met since 2008 and whose heads of government/state have also conferred at

summits.

Figure 2. Interactive MWS per year/per site chart for G8*G20 vis-à-vis BRIC countries

Inevitably, this will mean exploring emergent BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India,

China) and Arab world economies. In this respect, Figure 2 reproduces a chart

which may be interpreted as follows: the five news sites indicated at the bottom of

the chart have been the ‘target’ of an associative MWS search indicated top left in

the chart in which an SW1 (a first search word or word group) namely “G8*G20” is

related to an SW2 (second search word or word group) namely “BRIC countries”.

The * in SW1 means that the search was first carried out for the G8 and then for

the G20. The chart is interactive: the student can modify the presentation style

(stacked vs. line chart) and, as in a simulation, can also change the years and sites

analysed dynamically. 

Figure 3 shows that this chart is directly generated from the Data Table (see top

bar menu) which, in its turn, is the corpus generated by the search given above.
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Figure 3. The bottom part of the index to the 127-article corpus generated by MWS

The five websites indicated in Figure 2 are a preset, i.e. they were chosen by the

student from an existing list. However, an entirely different web-as-corpus approach

more in keeping with the goals of learner corpora is possible with MWS, whereby

students can first create their own corpus and then explore it. Figure 4 shows this

process in action with the possibility for students to use general filters that elimi-

nate certain categories (e.g. Social networks, Tabloids etc.) and make further cus-

tomizations of the corpus by deselecting certain sites.

Figure 4. MWS used as a tool to generate a corpus on the basis of a preliminary search
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Armed with a personal corpus, the student can now carry out more refined asso-

ciative searches of the type illustrated in Figure 2. These can be produced in quick

succession as illustrated in Figure 5 which suggests just how potentially empower-

ing it will be for students to construct on-the-fly corpora for themselves. It allows

them to explore different perspectives one after the other. The first row shows

changes over the years, the second the slightly greater frequency of the word G20 as

compared with G8. The second row (left) shows the per site distribution; www.econo-

mist.com shows the highest score, www.independent.co.uk the lowest. The same row

(right) shows the 2009 peak and subsequent 2010 decline for all five news sites that

we found previously.

Figure 5. Diverse perspectives on the G8*G20 search
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The final row shows how MWS explores and compares trends at a very high level

through the Group function. On the left, the incidence of G20 in quality and tabloid

news sites is compared, while on the right the same search is extended to include fi-

nancial news sites, all in this case presets, but also potentially the result of student

specifications and decisions regarding corpus construction and investigation. Natu-

rally, this macro level of analysis is intertwined with micro-level structures: the

wordings found enhance our students’ awareness of possible word forms – acronyms

included – and those likely to occur in reporting (Bagnall 1993; Bell 1991; Fowler

1991; van Dijk 1988). 

In this respect, Figure 6 shows a traditional KWIC-like search produced by MWS

which is indicative of the use of G8 and G20 as adjectives and nouns, thanks to the

presence of co-texts. The main difference vis-à-vis most experiences of corpus-based

lemma analysis is that, speed of the operation apart (a few seconds), MWS, in its

current form, lacks the possibility of reordering the results to explore co-textual pat-

terns. This is basically because MWS is not about concordancing but about web-

searching and is why a purpose-specific tool like AntConc is also used.

Figure 6. A KWIC-like concordance produced by MWS for G8 and G20

Space prevents us from describing further possibilities for refinement such as in-

tercultural comparisons (Cambria & Rizzo forthcoming) which include the built-in
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possibility of creating several corpora, one for the Asia-Pacific area, one for North

America, one for Europe and using the MWS Per Group function (see Figure 5 bot-

tom row) to compare the overall characteristics of each subcorpus rather than the

individual sites contained within each set. Unquestionably, automating recordings

and analysis of this activity will open up new avenues and new possibilities vis-à-vis

a teacher-researcher’s capacity to explore learner corpora and record, analyse and

assess their students’ progress on specific ESP issues.

6. Concluding remarks

The ESP canvas is changing. Online news sites are reshaping and redefining

some of the crucial ties in information management. This means reinventing and

creating appropriate contents and methodologies for ESP curricula concerned with

training for future professions. Simple, easy-to-use tools like MWS and AntConc

help generate overviews on specific issues in a few seconds or minutes, which can

then be cross-checked and later examined under the lens of more specific tools iso-

lating the different items present in web events. The automatic creation of graphs,

tables and charts that compress web data and provide a basis for a quick-check of

hunches and ideas which can be subsequently refined and cross-checked is just a

first stage in visualizing as well as verbalizing the needs of students, teachers and

researchers in the field of ESP journalism. The results of the “G8 Summit” example

suggest that the interplay between different software and methodological tools will

help to create the solid, sophisticated text-based awareness of the linguistic, textual,

genre-related, intercultural and institutional complexities of web events that trainee

journalists really need.
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