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ABSTRACT

In newspaper headlines, language is used to condense the cognitive framing device to create socially-political
reality, yet at the same time face strict syntactic constraints. The present study examines the systemic linguistic
features and ideological mechanisms of Pakistani English newspapers' headlines using Corpus-Assisted
Discourse Studies (CADS) approach. A specialized sub-corpus of headlines was extracted from three prominent
national English-language newspapers (Dawn, The News International and The Express Tribune) and the
research methodology involves a triangulated approach of automated Part-of-Speech (POS) tagging using
CLAWS?7, Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) transitivity mapping and log-likelihood relative Keynes. The
quantitative results also show that there is a significant difference in syntactic density, where the Noun-to-Verb
ratio of Dawn is relatively high (3.32:1) and it has a strong tendency to use agentless passive construction,
systematically marginalizing institutional agency through nominalization. Transitivity analysis shows that The
News International favors processes involving material (52%) with direct responsibility attributed to political
actors, while Dawn mostly uses Verbal (48%) processes and remains institutional, maintaining a distance from
the event. Additionally, a collocation analysis of the reporting verbs which are used by The News International
and Dawn reveals a significant difference between dubitative and the neutral style of reporting, with The News
International opting for a predominantly dubitative reporting stance over opposition discourse (38%), while
Dawn has a neutral reporting stance (74%). Based on the findings of the study, the researchers have concluded
that headline structures used in Pakistani English press are covert and involved in balancing the structural
economy with subtle political framing.

Keywords: Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies (CADS), Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), Newspaper
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Introduction

Media languages are not only a medium for communication to impart information, but
are an active tool or instrument that is ideologically loaded and contributes to the construction
of the socio-political reality of the public. The newspaper headline is the main cognitive
anchor in the context of journalistic text formats, summarizing key elements of the story
while being as catchy as possible for the reader by using highly compressed syntactic
structures as well as carefully composed lexical choices. Headlines serve two purposes: they
break up multi-layered, socio-political events into bite-size pieces and create an interpretive
framework that helps readers digest the story. In the Pakistani English-language press
discourse, newspaper headlines are a reflection of complex interrelationship between
institutional policy, political positioning and sociolinguistic variation. The institutional outlets
exist within a dynamic media environment that subtly enforces editorial positioning with
syntactic, lexical, and agency assignment. As a feature of language, news headlines involve a
number of strategies for ideology, such as nominalization, passivity, omission of auxiliaries
and evaluative verb forms. News headlines are a language-based feature that are a major site
of ideology.
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The use of Corpus Linguistics (CL) and Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), which is

known as Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies (CADS), gives an effective empirical
framework for systematically capturing these aspects of language from large-scale textual
data. Traditional CDA provides a qualitative depth on power relationship and ideologies, but
it may be criticized as selective sampling. On the other hand, quantitative corpus tools allow
for interrogating frequency distributions, keywords signifiers, POS (Part-of-Speech) tags,
collocations, through millions of tokens. CADS can be used to conduct a formal and
triangulated analysis of the way that subtle variations in institutional framing and agency are
encoded in English headlines from Pakistan. Current studies on press discourse in Pakistan
have explored thematic and editorial tone at a qualitative level, but have largely lacked
quantitative, empirical analysis of the structures of headlines. Previous research typically
only focuses on small sample sizes of case studies or a thematic analysis of individual
political events, without systematically examining grammatical and lexical differences
between competing national dailies through empirical analysis in a way that is grounded in
the language. Previous research generally limits itself to small samples of case studies or to
manual thematic analysis of individual political events, and failed to systematically examine
the grammatical and lexical differences between competing national dailies in an empirically
grounded and language-based fashion. Moreover, the headline linguistic features of
postcolonial English varieties, like PE, are not fully explored in the context of the CADS
paradigm, for example, in terms of their syntactic economy in auxiliary deletion, dynamic
transitivity choice, and reporting verb distributions.
It is not easy to find out if the differences in the headline structures are merely casual stylistic
differences or systematic ideological framing mechanisms without a systematic corpus-driven
investigation. To fill this gap in the literature, this study examines the syntactic variations,
transitivity process distributions and lexical asymmetries of headlines from major Pakistani
English newspapers using corpus-assisted research. More specifically, the objectives for the
present research are to determine the statistically significant POS distribution patterns, map
transitivity process types on various headline structures, explore the distribution of reporting
verbs in all three categories of evaluative, neutral and dubitative, and compare them in the
major English newspapers in Pakistan, respectively. The focus of the method and the
empirical rigor required, means that only news article headlines are used, which have been
sampled over the course of a year, and covers only the Dawn, The News International and
The Express Tribune.

Literature Review

This study falls within the scope of Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA) and Corpus Linguistics (CL) studies, which has been formally
integrated as Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies (CADS). Transitivity is the main tool that
can be used to breakdown the representation of experiential reality in text and it is based on
Halliday's ideational metafunction. The transitivity system categorises clause structures into
process types (mainly Material — actions/events; Verbal — saying; Relational -
being/possessing) and the participant roles associated with it (Actor, Goal, Sayer and Target;
Matthiessen, 2021). Describe the process distributions in headlines and how the actors are
cast here as dynamic agents or passive targets. This is supported by Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA) as developed by Fairclough (1992) based on his three dimensional model
(text, discourse practice, and socio-cultural practice) and Van Dijk (1998) sociocognitive
model which claims that language is a social practice that reflects and reproduces the
structures of power within institutions and the ideological position. Headlines are so
condensed that they are dependent on CDA to understand the impact of grammatical devices
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in determining the ideological bias. The subjectivity of researchers and selective sampling
have been criticized in traditional CDA. The quantitative corpus techniques overcome this
limitation by applying automated POS tagging, relative keyness metrics (Hopper, 1983), log-
likelihood significance tests (Lik, 1983), and collocation networks across large-scale corpora,
allowing for qualitative statements based on statistically significant language patterns
(McEnery & Hardie, 2022).

The newspaper headlines are a linguistic sub-genre, and it is defined by the special

rhetorical style, “headlinese,” that is determined by the principles of maximum
informativeness and space limitation. Lexically, headlines show regular deviations from the
norm in basic grammar, such as the omission of auxiliaries, determiners and possessive
pronouns, in order to emphasize the lexical 'content words'. In addition, the nominalization of
verbal processes consistently hides the temporal anchoring, causation and agent responsibility
(Raza & Ahmed, 2023). Typical uses of the simple present tense indicate immediacy for past
actions, and passive voice constructions help to eliminate the agent and to put salient agents
in high-salience positions. In a functional sense, headlines serve as cognitive framing devices
that activate the reader's schema prior to reading the body text, so minor changes in the
syntactic structure and/or lexical choice can produce varying public interpretations of
accountability and institutional legitimacy.
Lexical asymmetry is the systematic use of words that are not equivalent but evaluatively
different in describing similar entities, actions or events in different discourse contexts.
Lexical asymmetries are most noticeable in reporting verbs (Breeze, 2021) and evaluative
modifiers. Reporting verbs classify the speech act, ranging from neutral (stated, said) to
dubitative (claimed, alleged) and finally to factive/evaluative verbs (demonstrated, warned)
which place a distance between the outlet and the proposition despite presenting it (Zafar &
Naqvi, 2026). Using the methodology of semantic prosody, i.e. the consistent sense conveyed
through frequent collocational patterns, researchers are able to systematically measure subtle
editorial bias in institutional settings. In spite of extensive mapping of headline structure in
international CADS literature, which has demonstrated a correlation between syntactic
economy and nominalization with ideological agent deletion in Western contexts, empirical
study of the Pakistani English media has so far been conducted through critical discourse
analysis (CDA) of the body text and editorials. Pakistani English headline structures (Hassan
& Mahmood, 2022) have found no literature gap at the intersection of automated POS
tagging, transitivity process mapping and lexical asymmetry profiling.

Methodology

The methodological approach used in this study is Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies
(CADS) which uses both quantitative corpus analysis and qualitative discourse interrogation.
The data for this study is taken from a special sub-corpus of headlines from three national
English-language newspapers of Pakistan namely Dawn, The News International, and The
Express Tribune. Main headlines were compiled during a 12 month span to create a "clean"
tokenized data set of only main headlines. In the data cleaning process, any artefacts that are
not alphanumeric, HTML tags and any non-headline metadata (e.g., timestamps, author
bylines) were systematically deleted to create plain-text UTF-8 files.

Media Outlet Identity is the categorical independent variable in the operationalization
of variables (Dawn, The News International, The Express Tribune). The dependent variables
are: the Syntactic Profile & POS Distribution (Noun-to-Verb ratios, the frequency of auxiliary
deletions, and passive voice structures); Transitivity Process Types (Material, Verbal, and
Relational processes); and the Lexical Asymmetry Index (ratio of Neutral reporting verbs to
Dubitative/Evaluative reporting verbs). For automatic Part-of-Speech tagging to analyze the
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syntax of headlines, extract classes of verbs and noun phrases, the CLAWS7 Tagger was
applied. At the same time, AntConc and Sketch Engine software were used to create
frequency lists, compute relative keyness metrics (Log-Likelihood tests), extract collocations
and generate concordance lines for qualitative inspection (Igbal & Sarwar, 2025). The data
processing was done in four stages: (1) deriving the total occurrence frequencies of the POS
types and the keyness scores; (2) coding the sample headline clauses as the transitivity
process type of the reporting verbs; (3) generating the concordance lines for the top reporting
verbs to assess their semantic prosody; and (4) synthesizing the statistical findings with the
general framework of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to analyze the reporting verbs in
terms of their framing of ideology.
Results and Discussion

To study the syntactic pattern, automated Part-of-Speech (POS) tagging was
performed on the headline sub-corpus using CLAWS7 and frequency analysis was
performed. The comparative quantitative metrics show the systematic differences in syntactic
density and word classes distribution of the three national dailies..

Table 1: Comparative Syntactic Density and POS Distributions per 10,000 Words
Syntactic Metric / POS Dawn The  News|The  Express|Statistical Significance
Category International||Tribune (\(p <.05))

Total Noun Count Log-Likelihood =
(NN/NNS) 3,820 3,410 3,650 11421

Total Verb Count Log-Likelihood =
(VB/VBD/VBG) 1,150 1,620 1,380 11805

INoun-to-Verb Ratio 3.32:1]2.10:1 2.64 : 1 \p <.001Y) |
Passive Constructions

(Agentless) 412 215 298 \(p <.01))

Omission of Auxiliary

Verbs 890 620 710 \(p <.05))

Table 1 shows that the ratio of Noun to Verb is much higher in Dawn (3.32:1) than in
The News International (2.10:1). This structural preference suggests that Dawn is a strong
user of nominalization which serves to background temporal processes and to obscure the
syntactic agency. This high Noun-to-Verb ratio and high number of agentless passives
(412/10k words) indicates that there is a conscious preference for structural detachment. In
the process of nominalization and removing Agent in Material processes, Dawn creates a
strategic distancing between contentious state action and public responsibility. The results are
strongly reminiscent of the previous research conducted on the phenomenon of
nominalization in the agent-deleted sentences in institutional reporting by Raza and Ahmed
(2023) in the global domain.

The News International, on the contrary, uses finite verb forms, which create more
lively possible structures of the headlines, with a higher verb density (1,620 per 10k words).
The direct involvement of humans in the events is highlighted by this syntactic structure and
the resulting narrative arc makes the reader feel more involved in the events, as the political
actors are active instigators of change or conflict.

This separation is more evident when a map is drawn for the headline clauses using
Halliday’s SFL model, specifically for Material, Verbal and Relational processes. The News
International dedicates most of the headlines real estate to Material processes (52%), with
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important actors taking the syntactic position of the Actor/Agent (e.g., “Government
Approves New Fiscal Policy”). By contrast, Dawn “calls a spade a spade” and minimizes
Material processes to 34%, often using nominal phrases or passive Goal/Target slots for state
institutions. Instead, Dawn uses mostly Verbal processes (48%), as opposed to physical
events (e.g., “Official Stated...”). This strategy preserves the institutional register which is
detached from the text, while The News International relies on Verbal processes mainly in
order to stress political confrontation and conflicting claims. Relational processes are
somewhat equal in the three outlets (16%—-18%) and are mainly used to attribute static
attributes or status classifications to institutional entities in the midst of a national socio-
€conomic crisis.

The reporting verbs were audited to calculate the Lexical Asymmetry Index which is
the ratio of Neutral reporting verbs to Dubitative/Evaluative reporting verbs to compare the
asymmetries across these verbal processes.

Table 2: Distribution of Reporting Verb Categories and Lexical Items

Reporting Verb| Exemplar Lexical|Dawn |The News|The  Express

Category Items (%) International (%) | Tribune (%)

Neutral Verbs stated, . said, 74%  |46% 58%
announced, informed

Dubitative Verbs le‘;égeej' L asserteding, - |38% 24%

Evaluative/Factive |*@/7¢d  admitted |y 1o,y g0, 18%

exposed, confirmed

Concordance and collocational analyses show an evident "Dubitative vs. Neutral" dichotomy,
which indicates the covert construction of epistemic stance in Pakistani print media. The
neutral dominance is observed in Dawn with 74% of the reporting verbs in neutral category
as seen in Table 2. Dawn always uses stated or said in quotations of government, opposition
or diplomatic officials, thus demonstrating a distance and an objective attitude toward the
speaker, and not evaluating the speaker's credibility in the way the reader might.

The News International, on the other hand, shows a high proportion of dubitative
verbs (38%). Concordance lines also show a systematic pattern of claims by political
opposition or dissenting groups being often accompanied by claims or alleged claims (in this
case ‘Opposition Claims Misconduct'), giving the assertion a negative semantic prosody
which highlights the possibility that the claim is not true, and therefore has an implicit
negative dimension. This manipulation of reporting verbs systematically defies the
propositions of certain political actors, thus demonstrating that (grammatical) shortcuts can
be used to encode institutional alignments without being in violation of the superficial norms
of journalistic objectivity (Khan & Farooq, 2023). The Express Tribune, in the meantime,
uses evaluative verbs, such as warned or exposed (18%) to give the topics of national security
and economy an added sense of urgency and drama, building its editorial persona around
investigative framing.

In conclusion, the structural differences of these varieties in the postcolonial socio-
political context of Pakistan confirm that this socio-political landscape can be negotiated
through the use of syntactic economies in outer-circle varieties such as Pakistani English,
with a particular focus on aspects of transitivity (Ahmed & Tariq, 2024).

Conclusion
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, The present study focused on corpus-assisted analysis of the linguistic variations in
Pakistan English newspaper headlines, and systematically applied the Systemic Functional
Linguistics (SFL) and Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) in the framework of CADS. The
empirical investigation resulted in three main findings. First, the Noun-to-Verb ratio of Dawn
is very high (3.32:1), and it also uses a lot more agentless passive constructions than The
News International, which is all about verbs and actions (1620 verbs per 10k words). Second,
transitivity mapping has shown that the News International tends to use Material processes
(52%), which enable actors to move, and be held accountable for such movements, whereas
Dawn uses mostly Verbal processes (48%), which have as their typical subject institutional
statements, and backgrounding direct physical agency. Third, there is reporting verb usage
that differentiates between the "dubitative" (as in claimed, alleged) and "neutral" (as in
Dawn) usage, with the former being used in 38% of the cases in The News International and
the latter in 74% of the cases in Dawn, applying negative semantic prosody to specific
discourse actors.

The results give considerable support to the concept of critical media literacy, as it enables
the teaching of syntactic brevity and lexical selection in news headlines which involve subtle
institutional bias. Moreover, press councils and editorial boards can use these CADS metrics
as a neutral and objective auditing tool to check neutrality of reporting and unintended lexical
imbalance in both digital and print headlines. This study was limited to the main headlines
but future research should be extended to include sub-headlines, digital variants of the
clickbait and social media news tickers. Further research might also combine CADS and
visual discourse analysis such as image placement and typography, in order to consider
linguistic variation in relation to visual framing.
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