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What is Making the Front Page?
A pedagogical tool for discussing what stories are being told, how, and why.

Activity: Examining & Comparing the First Page of Local Newspapers
Grade: 9

Subject area: Social Studies

Connections to the Manitoba curriculum
An important feature of the grade 9 social studies curriculum is the critical examination of
identity and how it intersects with media. This pedagogical tool directly connects to this
particular aim of the curriculum. Specifically, this tool asks students to consider “personal,
regional, and national identities” and “the influence of mass media…on individuals, groups, and
communities” (Manitoba Education, Citizenship and Youth, 2007, p. 69). Further, this tool
addresses Canada’s place globally, providing students opportunities to examine “Canadian
perspectives regarding current global issues” and “compare media portrayals of current issues,”
as well as consider “Canada’s connections with other nations” (Manitoba Education, Citizenship
and Youth, 2007, p. 72).
Additionally, this pedagogical tool provides an opportunity to further develop and strengthen
a number of the skills outcomes that persist through Manitoba social studies curriculums at all
grade levels. During this activity, students will “analyze material and visual evidence,” “compare
diverse perspectives and interpretations in the media,” and “analyze…bias in the
media” (Manitoba Education, Citizenship and Youth, 2007, p. 66). Further, students will develop
their communication skills by “listen[ing] to others to understand their perspectives,” “express
informed and reasoned opinions,” and “articulate their perspectives on issues” (Manitoba
Education, Citizenship and Youth, 2007, p. 67).
Connections to theories of media education
Belinha De Abreu (2020) argues, “[b]eing media literate today is about understanding that
platforms of communication manipulate” (p.10). With this in mind, the following pedagogical tool
aims at developing students’ understanding of the ways that media, in this instance
newspapers, construct, present, and omit information.
Following Richard Johnson’s circular model, as described by Hoechsmann and Poyntz
(2012b), this tool asks students to question how culture both influences and is influenced by
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media. Students will need to consider not only what decisions news editors make, but why they
make them. This includes examining how perspectives, assumptions, and values influence what
is produced (Hoechsmann & Poyntz, 2012b). This will be particularly highlighted by the
comparison of newspapers from different regions. Further, students will examine the production
and form of the media text (Hoechsmann & Poyntz, 2012b). Specifically, this tool asks students
to identify and briefly research the owner of the paper to bring awareness to how media is
funded and, consequently, who may be mediating the information being shared. In regard to
form, students will be examining different codes and conventions used by editors in the
construction of a newspaper’s front page. The comparison of the different newspapers is
important here as well, as students will have the chance to examine how publications use these
codes in similar and different ways.
Finally, this pedagogical tool engages students with a number of the eight key media
literacy concepts identified by the Ontario Ministry of Education, including that “media contain
ideological and value messages” and “have social and political implications” (as cited in
Hoechsmann and Poyntz, 2012b, p. 65). In particular, students will compare and examine the
different perspectives presented in the various newspapers and identify what stories (whose
voices) may be missing. Moreover, students will consider the harms associated with engaging
with only one news source, given the constructed and, at times, ideologically-laden messages
presented by media.
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Student Handout: What is Making the Front Page?
Objectives
• Examine choices made in producing a front page and consider the impact of those choices
• Consider how media is influenced by a region’s identity / values, and how it influences,
perpetuates, or challenges a region’s identity / values
• Identify the owner of a media outlet and critically consider potential bias
• Examine and compare perspectives of current issues presented by Canadian media
• Critically consider what stories get told and which do not, and the impact of these choices
Instructions
Step 1. In your group, select one newspaper Front Page for each group member. They can be
local, regional, or national. Each group member should have a different newspaper.1
Step 2. Individually, examine your newspaper’s Front page.
(a) Record what you notice about the Front Page. Possible items to consider:
• How is the page laid out?

• What types of stories are you

• What is prioritized?

seeing and not seeing? What topics

• Are there photos / images? What is

are there? Are they local, national,

their effect?
• Are there advertisements? About
what; by who?

or international stories?
• Do you notice any biased language
(in headlines, captions, etc.)?

(b) Identify where this paper is distributed. Where is it delivered? Who is the audience?
(c) Identify who owns the paper. Briefly research the owner; what can you find out about
their political or social values? Remember to take note of your source.
Step 3. As a group, compare the different newspapers’ front pages. What are the similarities?
What are the differences? You can use what you noticed in Step 2 as a starting point.
Step 4. As a group, discuss the following questions. Use your newspapers as examples.2
(a) How do you think publishers decide what to put in a newspaper and, specifically, on the
front page? What might influence their decision?
(b) Does the owner influence what appears in a paper? If yes, how and why does it matter?
(c) Did any stories appear on more than one front page? Did the stories have a similar or
different view / perspective?
(d) Were there important stories missing from any newspapers? Why does this matter?
(e) Why might it be problematic to only read a single newspaper?
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Activity Example

Step 2 (a): What I notice
Layout: The layout draws your eye to the image in the
middle. The caption below the image suggests that a
man like the one in the photograph is someone who
can “get things done”. This is contrasted with the quote
about Trudeau just below, who is not being the leader
we need.

Type of stories: There are a number of different
headlines surrounding the primary stories. They are all
of national and international interest. The topics of
these headlines are:
•

a study about wine

•

a “spymaster” hiding in Canada

•

the Jeff Bezos stepping down as Amazon’s CEO

•

the devastating effects of a pipeline closing

•

the upcoming impeachment trial of Donald Trump

Priorities: In addition to these smaller headlines, there
are 4 primary stories on the front page that have part of
the story included. All 4 of these stories are about
COVID, 3 of which are about the vaccines.

Images / Photos: There are 3
photographs. All 3 photographs are
of men. The one individual who
does not appear to be caucasian is
alleged to be a criminal in the
caption.
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Bias: There are two clear examples of
language that demonstrates the
paper’s bias. One that shows a
negative attitude toward Prime
Minister Trudeau by pointing to a lack
of leadership, and another that shows
support for pipelines. This use of
language is also meant to grab the
reader’s attention.

Ads: There are no advertisements on this paper.

Step 2 (b): Audience & Distribution
This paper is a national paper that is delivered to individuals across the country. As a result, the
National Post is reaching a wide audience.

Step 2 (c): Owner of the Paper
The National Post is owned by the conservative leaning Postmedia Network Canada Corp.
Postmedia Network is itself owned by Chatham Asset Management, which is American.
My source:
The New York Times article “Under Hedge Fund Set to Own McClatchy” by Edmund Lee (2020)
(https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/16/business/media/hedge-fund-chatham-mcclatchypostmedia-newspapers.html).
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Step 3: Compare the Different Front Pages

Similarities:
• Both newspapers have articles about COVID-19
• Both have a featured article that the reader’s eye is drawn to
• Both use different fonts to draw the reader’s attention to particular headlines
• Both use language that creates interest and intrigue
Differences:
• The National Post is a national paper whereas Grassroots is a Manitoban paper
• Unlike the National Post, Grassroots is an Indigenous newspaper, consequently their
target audience is different
• Grassroots has a large number of ads, but the National Post has none; presumably this
is a consequence of the funding of the paper
• The Grassroots article on COVID-19 has a more positive headline about vaccinations
compared to the National Post articles
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Step 4: Discussion questions
(a) How do you think publishers decide what to put in a newspaper and, specifically, on the front
page? What might influence their decision?
•

Audience — the goal of a paper is to sell copies, so they need to make sure they
include headlines and stories that appeal to the audience. For example, the stories
that appeal to readers of the National Post would likely be different from those who
read Grassroots, particularly regarding pipelines.

•

Current events — events that are currently impacting people. For example, both papers
included stories about COVID-19, likely because it is something that is currently
affecting many people in significant ways.

(b) Does the owner influence what appears in a paper? If yes, how and why does it matter?
•

To be answered in your group.

(c) Did any stories appear on more than one front page? Did the stories have a similar or
different view / perspective?
•

Both newspapers have articles about COVID-19

•

The stories had somewhat different views / perspectives. Where as the Grassroots
article on COVID-19 is more positive, talking about what has already been done and
the future plans for vaccinating and protecting First Nations Peoples, the National Post
stories use language that is significantly more negative. They explain how vaccination
plans have not been as successful as they should have been, suggesting things
should have been done sooner and / or better. They also point to concerns about
delaying second doses and new variations arriving in Canada.

(d) Were there important stories missing from any newspapers? Why does this matter?
•

Both newspapers significantly focused on COVID-19. The National Post did have a few
other headlines, including one about the closing of the Line 5 Pipeline. Although this
pipeline may not directly affect the readers of Grassroots, the issue of pipelines more
generally is an important one for all Canadians.

(e) Why might it be problematic to only read a single newspaper?
•

To be answered in your group.
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Notes
Depending on the desired complexity and timespan of this activity, and the availability of
technology, front page options could be provided or students could be asked to go online to find
daily newspapers or weeklies that have E-editions displaying their front page.
1

One possible extension of this activity would be to have students go on to create their own
Front Page. This will require them to further engage with the media literacies, asking them to
consider aspects of production, audience, and semiotics from the perspective of a producer,
as well as their own choices regarding perspective, re-presentation, and bias. As Hoechsmann
and Poyntz (2012a) argue, it is crucial that we provide opportunities for our students to engage
with media literacies through production, not just through analyzing texts (p. 13).
2
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