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Abstract

Despite the extensive study of tense in fiction and oral narrative, the study of tense
in English news report remains an almost uncharted territory. Moreover, conventional
methodology for studying tense use in news texts is relatively inadequate in face of
huge quantities of real-life data. To fill this gap, on the basis of Fleischman’s theory
of tense in narrative, the present study adopts a corpus-based approach and proposes
a three-dimensional framework for analyzing tense use in individual text as well as in
large quantities of data. The three dimensions are the choice of tense, verb category. and
textual position. These three dimensions combine with each other to form three planes:
tense-position plane, tense-verb plane. and verb-position plane. The three planes as well
as a combined study of the three dimensions provide different angles to observe the use
of tense in news report.

With the assistance of corpus techniques. the framework is applied to the self-
compiled NYT corpus. First, studies of individual tense use along the three planes are
conducted. On the tense-position plane, the general distribution of the tenses along
textual positions reveals different distribution patterns for the tenses and special peaks
in their distribution curve. The distribution of the present and present perfect follows
a multi-peaked curve while there is a steady increase of preterit from the beginning to
the end. On the tense-verb plane, Wordsmith 4.0 is used to calculate verbs associated
with the present, preterit and present perfect. The calculated verbs are categorized into
Vendler’s four categories. The result shows that different tenses hold different attraction
for different verb categories. Generally speaking, the present tense attracts state verbs:
the past tense attracts achievement verbs: the present perfect prefers achievement and
activity verbs. On the verb-position plane, the distribution of the four verb categories
along textual positions shows striking similarities with the distribution trends of
tenses. Combined study of the three planes then examines the functions of tense-verb
constructions in different positions. The findings reveal that the present perfect keeps a

stable association with the four verb categories throughout the news text. The present



tense shows variable association with verb categories. For example, in the 10%-19%
position, the present tense’s weight of association with achievement verb drops from
40.87% to 28.82%, while its weight of association with state verbs rises from 35.23% to
41.20% and activity verbs from 21.83% to 28.25%.

The findings from quantitative study are explained by qualitative analysis of
concordances containing tense-verb constructions. Analysis of concordances reveals that
tense-verb constructions have localized functions—within different textual positions, the
tense-verb constructions take on various features and focus on different functions. These
functions help explain the distribution tendencies and variations of tenses discovered
through quantitative means.

The three-dimensional framework is then used to study tense patterns—the high-
frequency co-occurrence of tenses within a span of two paragraphs. The statistically
selected tense patterns go under a combined three-dimensional analysis to analyze the
features of verbs used, their textual position, and their functions. Study of tense patterns
reveals more structuring functions of tense. Of particular interest is the function of
present perfect to introduce a new topic leading a sequence of preterits, to serve as a coda
to end an episode following a sequence of preterits, to be used in sequence to narrate and
to create climax, Present tense sequence also has journalistic application in news report—
it can create the feature lead or mark journalistic interpretation. The pattern of alternation
between present and past tense can blur the voices of news characters and the journalist
and becomes a means for journalists to embed their own view into that of others. The
study of tense pattern complements with that of individual tense use and discovers new
functions of tense that is not directly observable to the latter.

The above findings are manifestations of the properties of tense-verb construction.
On the basis of the findings on the functions of tense, a summary of the properties of
tense-verb constructions at referential, textual, expressive and metalinguistic levels is
presented, which broadens Fleischman’s theoretical model by including verb category
as well as the present perfect into the analysis. Meanwhile, the textual, expressive and
metalinguistic functions of the three tenses are summarized.

The outcome of the present study proves the feasibility of the three-dimensional
framework in discovering stylistic use of tense in news report. The quantitative
findings and qualitative analyses of tense use point to important news values that shape

news writing as well as the recent interpretive trend of news discussed in journalistic
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community. Moreover, the study shows that the function of tense is closely associated
with verb category as well as its textual position. The functions of tense are not confined
to temporal references. Tenses serve important textual, expressive and metalinguistic
functions. Tenses serve to structure discourse by foregrounding or backgrounding
information, segmenting different threads of the news report or indicating the nature of
the segment as narrative or non-narrative. The choice of a tense form is closely related
to the pragmatics of the communicative situation, and to the pragmatics of the genre. All
these findings help answer the question of “how tense is used” , broaden the theoretical
analysis of tense, offer a new perspective to tense as well as news study, complement the
current tense theory, and will contribute to future empirical or theoretical studies of tense

and news.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

[JJournalists do not write articles. They write stories. [...] Journalists are professional
story-tellers of our age. The fairy tale starts: “Once upon a time” . The news story begins:

“Fifteen people were injured today when a bus plunged ...” (Bell, 1991: 147).

m Backgﬁround of the research

The study of temporal relationships in the text of novels has been one of the
most popular research areas in stylistics and narrative theory. Interest in the temporal
relationships in narrative has led to extensive research on the use of tense in narrative.
The study of tense in fiction or natural conversation is based on a functional text-
linguistic framework and constitutes a major advance over earlier approaches to tense
(Uspensky, 1973; Casparis, 1975; Wolfson, 1978, 1979, 1982; Schiffrin, 1981; Prince.
1982; Osselton, 1982; Fleischman, 1990; Fludernik, 2003; Linhares-Dias, 2006; Harvey,
2006: Currie, 2009). These studies reveal that tense in narrative texts fulfils a variety
of functions, not all of which are temporal or aspectual (Wolfson, 1978, 1979, 1982:
Hopper, 1979a, 1979b; Hopper & Thompson, 1980; Schiffrin, 1981; Chvany, 1984
Reinhart, 1984; Fludernik, 1991, 1992, 2003). Following a similar line of research, the
present study will carry out a corpus-based analysis of tense use in newspaper, focusing
on the distribution, characteristics and functions of tenses in hard news report as well as
how this contributes to effective news reporting.

The study of tense in narrative lays foundation for the present study in that the
concepts and method can be adopted in journalistic discourse analysis. It paves the way
for the analysis of the functions of tense in news report, complementing the traditional
study that focuses on the semantics of tense.

In corpus linguistics, since the advent of large-scale corpus studies, there has been a
considerable amount of research on collocation patterns, especially of lexical items and
phraseology (Sinclair, 1991; Hoey, 1991; Stubbs, 2001; Biber, 2006; Hunston, 2010).

There has also been an increasing use of corpus data in various fields of application (e.g.



