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This study approaches the question of how text generic structure acts as semiotic instantiations of evaluative 
stance, particularly in the online context. In this respect, it explores the generic structure of online reportage 
stories with its multitude modes, distinctive rhetorical structure and layout with a view to differentiating them 
from their printed counterparts and extending the theoretical tools in this area by introducing slight modifications 
to Iedema, Feez and White’s (1994) model for hard news generic structure. Doing so, the study employs Mann 
and Thompson’s (1988) approach to genre so as to determine reportage nuclearity and Thompson and Hunston’s 
(2000) model of evaluation to relate evaluation to text organisational structure. It takes a case study of one of 
New York Times online reportage stories criticising Egypt’s sugar crisis (2017) to trace how the schematic 
structure of this story influences and multiplies the evaluative stance. The delicate modifications intend to help 
in digging deep into the embedded evaluative stance of the online news reportage stories. The study concludes 
that online reportage can be recognized as a macro genre that includes two interrelated yet independent sub-
genres with two nucleus-satellites unites. As for the underlying evaluative stance, the analysis reveals how the 
NYT reportage story under discussion evaluates the Egyptian sugar crisis along with negatively attributing it to 
the current government.  
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PRELUDE

Many linguists examine genres for their social functions 
(Bateman 2008; Bhatia 1993; Lemke 1998; Martin 
2013; Miller 1994;  Swales 1990). They highlight the 
role played by genre in the construction of social 
realities and communicative purposes. Informed by 
such considerable body of research on genre and its 
social role, this paper examines the role of online genre 
in instantiating evaluative stance. It questions how the 
tone of evaluation is related to the structure of online 
reportage stories. In this respect, it explores the generic 
structure of online reportage with its multitude modes, 
distinctive rhetorical structure and layout with a view to 
differentiating them from their printed counterparts.  
The paper takes a case study of one of New York Times 
(NYT) online reportage stories covering the Egyptian 

sugar crisis (2017). It examines how the reportage 
evaluative stance is constructed through the combination 
of various semiotic resources in the non-verbal (images, 
hyperlinks and text typography) and in the verbal (text) 
modes to examine the impact of digital affordances on 
reportage stories generic structure. 

ORBITAL STRUCTURE SCHEME: Some 
Reflections on Digitized News

Researchers explore the intersemiotic modes underlying 
multimodal texts (Caple 2009, 2008a,b;  Kourdis and 
Yoka 2014; Kress 2009,  2010; Lemek 1998,  Royce 
2007; Wignell, O’Halloran and Tan 2016). Serafini 
(2010, 87) concludes that multimodal texts present 
information across a variety of modes including visual 
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images, design elements, written language, and other 
semiotic resources. Focusing on the genre of digital 
multimodality, Deuze (2008, 209) calls for a rigorous 
investigation of the practice of online journalism with 
its numerous new formats, genres and innovations in 
the production of online news. In their work Multimodal 
Transcription and text analysis, Baldry and Thibault 
(2006) examine whether the notion of genre can be 
applied to hypertexts.  They find that websites have 
generic structures of their own, yet they function 
through the interplay of various modes. Hypertext, 
according to them, is a “hybrid of precursor genres 
such as verbal text, visual images, and multimodal 
combinations of these” (Baldry and Thibault 2006, 156 
italics in the original). 

In the hard news story, genre events are nuclearized 
and logical relations are disrupted (Iedema et al. 1994; 
White 1997). The laying out of events leading up to 
the crisis point becomes more optional in the story, 
meaning that causation and temporality become less 
important organizing principles. Rather, the news story 
now centres on a crisis point established in the headline 
and the lead (the nucleus), which then becomes the 
platform from which readers leap into the remainder of 
the story (Caple 2009, 254).

Iedema et al. (1994), White (1997) and Feez, Iedema 
and White (2008) suggest orbital schematic structure 
which interrelates the functionality of text component 
parts. Orbital organization is the opposite of the linear 
one in the sense that text elements are built in what 
comes immediately before or prepare the way for what 
is to follow immediately after rather than linking together 
or build a linear semantic ‘pathway’ through which 
meaning is built up serially (White 1997, 115).

They propose a Nucleus ̂  Satellite orbital model. Nucleus 
stands for the basis for how the story will develop. 
Meanwhile, satellites reformulate the information given 
in the nucleus (Iedema et al. 1994). This schematic 
organization contradicts the fixed linear organization. 
It examines the functional structure of the hard news 
story in which “dependent ‘satellites’ elaborate, 
explain, contextualise and appraise a textually dominant 
‘nucleus’” (Iedema et al. 1994; White 1997, 111). In other 
words, they offer a schematic structure that does not 

link together to establish a linear reading pathway by 
which meaning is built up in terms of importance, rather 
“it reaches back to the headline/lead nucleus, which 
acts as the text’s anchor point or textual centre of 
gravity” (White 1997, 115). This notion is illustrated in the 
following figure:
 

Figure 1. Orbital structure as proposed by White (1997)

This figure demonstrates that the main role of the 
body text is “not to develop new meanings but rather 
to refer back to the Headline/Lead through a series of 
specifications” (White 1997, p.115). Concerning news 
story orbital structure, Iedema et al. (1994) comment 
on the function of the nucleus as telling the entire story 
and, thus, achieving the text social function. Nuclearity 
then orients reader’s response to the text (Mann & 
Thompson 1992, 271).

Thus, nuclearity, as stated by the previous two 
definitions, presents the core of the news story that 
contains the main evaluative resources, which, in turn, 
aligns the readers to the text according to the writer’s 
intention. Following the nucleus, satellites function as 
an elaboration and extension of what is mentioned in 
the headline/lead in a variety of ways. The following 
figure illustrates the Nucleus ^ Satellite structure as put 
forward by Iedema.

Figure 2. Nucleus ^ Satellite structure
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EVALUATION AND GENRE
Evaluation defines the speaker or writer’s attitude 
or stance towards the propositions that he or she is 
talking about (Thompson and Hunston 2000, 5). Text 
generic structure influences the underlying evaluative 
meanings (Bolívar 2001, 146; Coffin and O’Halloran 
2005; Thompson ans Hunston 2000). As Thompson 
and Hunston (2000, 19) put it “evaluation tends to be 
found throughout a text rather than being confined to 
one particular part of it”. They argue that that evaluation 
is even identified according to its position in a text and 
the role that it plays according to that position. Following 
the same line, Coffin and O’Halloran (2005, 144) 
investigate the accumulation of attitudinal meanings 
in the process of reading and define it as ‘evaluative 
groove’. Evaluative groove, according to them, is “the 
way in which interpersonal meaning through a text 
can dynamically channel readers to take up an overall 
evaluative stance towards the content of subsequent 
text”.

The concept of evaluative groove is referred to by 
(Martin and White 2005, 32), though with different 
terminology, within the discipline of Appraisal. From 
an Appraisal perspective, genre is seen as a “staged, 
goal oriented social process”, since “we participate in 
genres with other people […] to get things done […] 
because it usually takes us a few steps to reach our 
goals”. Correspondingly, Appraisal theory considers 
the evaluative strategies that are generically expressed 
to achieve such goals, and how these strategies evolve 
‘dynamically’ from one stage of a given genre to 
another. Martin and White (2005, 33) stress “from the 
perspective of appraisal, we are interested in the range 
of evaluations the genre draws on to achieve its goals 
and how it plays out these evaluations from one stage 
of the genre to another”.

METHODOLOGY AND THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK

The study at hand examines the notions of both 
evaluation and online multimedia mainly from a genre 
sensitive approach. It approaches the question of how 
evaluation is related to the structure of a given text. 
So doing, the study explores the generic structure 

of an online reportage story and relates it to the 
embedded evaluative stance. The concept of evaluation 
is then related to the verbal, visual and hypertextual 
properties of the online domain. Doing so, the study 
employs Thompson and Hunston’s (2000) approach 
to text evaluation to investigate the evaluative stance 
embedded in New York Times (NYT) reportage under 
discussion. According to them, evaluation is achieved 
through lexis (adjectives, adverbs, nouns and verbs), 
grammar (intensifiers, comparators, correlatives and 
explicatives) and text organisational structure. However, 
the current study extends these suggested parameters 
for analysing evaluation to include visual cues as well. 

The study deploys as well Mann and Thompson’s (1988) 
approach to genre so as to determine reportage 
nuclearity. Moreover, the exploration of online reportage 
generic structure proposed in the study is drawn on 
Iedema’s et al. (1994) and White’s (1997) suggested 
Nucleus ^ Satellite structure. The paper takes a case 
study of one of NYT online reportage stories covering 
the recent Egyptian sugar crisis (2017). 

DISCUSSION AND FINDINGS

The Generic Structure of Online Reportage 
Stories: An Evaluative Take
The paper at hand examines how online reportage can 
be recognized as a macro genre that includes two 
interrelated yet independent sub-genres.  It is significant 
to underline first the compositional elements of online 
features, consider the following figure:

Figure 3. The schematic structure of online news reportage as 
displayed in NYT webpage
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Every reportage story of the NYT, as displayed in 
Figure 3, provides a text of the article, positioned in the 
centre of the page and preceded by an image which is 
accompanied by a headline and a caption. Most of the 
time, it includes as well more than one image with their 
captions within the text itself. All these elements come 
with interactive hyperlinks of related news stories. 

Figure 3 demonstrates that online reportage stories have 
the benefit of the digital affordances; combining visual 
and hypertextual elements which are not offered to the 
print ones. In this regard, designing a schematic structure 
that examines the visual and digital affordances of online 
reportage and how they are related to the accompanied 
verbal information should be considered. From this 
particular point, assigning text nuclearity is considerably 
essential.  

The importance of determining nuclearity before 
assigning suitable schematic structure is best expressed 
in the words of Mann and Thompson (1988, 38), 
“nuclearity is thus an expressive resource that directs 

the reader to respond to the text in a particular and 
locally structured way. It seems to strongly influence 
the overall response that the writer intended”. Hence, 
determining nuclearity helps trace the functionality of 
the text composing elements as well as its evaluative 
stance. Allocating the nuclear-satellites unit highlights 
the intersemiotic relations among the composing 
elements of multimodal texts as well as signalling their 
evaluative stance. 

Given Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) statement 
concerning the ‘fall of ‘monomodality’ over the past 
century, it would be beneficial to question the notion 
of ‘monouclearity’ in the analysis of online reportage. 
Based on the assumption that NYT reportage stories 
include both verbal, visual and hypertextual elements, 
the present study proposes that online reportage 
stories are binuclear; with central two separate textual 
nuclei (the headline/ image) and the (lead), dominating 
a set of textual satellites acting to specify and elaborate 
these two nuclei. As such a reworking of White’s (1997) 
proposed orbital structure is required:

Figure 4.  Proposed multinuclear structure as adopted from White’s (1997)

The proposed figure marks the possibility of including 
two nuclei in a text that are met at some point of text 
evaluation. Correspondingly, the current paper finds 
that NYT online reportages can be considered as a 
binuclear text where the first nuclear-satellite units 
consist of elements that have both visual and verbal 
properties; due to typography: images, headline, 
caption and hyperlinks. Images, although being a visual 
element, they may include verbal quotes. As for the 
headline and caption, they afford typographic and 
layout visual resources. Hyperlinks are considered to 
be verbal and non-verbal elements due to the visual 
affordances of clickable items; blue coloured font, for 
instance. Concerning the second nuclear-satellite unit, 

it consists of the verbal text of the reportage (lead and 
lead developments) and the in-text hyperlinks. Informed 
by Iedema’s et al. (1994), the paper adapted their 
suggested orbital structure in assigning the schematic 
structure of print hard news stories.

However, in assigning the nucleus and satellites of the 
reportage under discussion, the researcher follows the 
test proposed by Mann and Thompson (1988). This test 
determines and differentiates the nucleus and satellites 
parts according to their function “if units that only 
function as satellites and never as nuclei are deleted, 
the text message is still there while […] if the units that 
function as nuclei anywhere in the text are deleted, the 
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main message would be difficult to convey.” Therefore, 
the nucleus is the unit where the theme and significance 
lay.

Following Mann and Thompson’s (1988) same line, 
nuclearity of the reportage analyzed can be tested with 
the deletion test. Applying such test, it is concluded 
that the first nucleus-satellite unit consists of an image, 
headline, caption, subsequent images and related news 
hyperlinks. It is then suggested that the image and the 
headline function as the nucleus; whereas the other 
structural elements; caption, related news hyperlinks 
and subsequent images can be considered as satellites. 

The headline of Figure 3 helps orient the readers to the 
writer’s negative stance against the economic crisis 
inflicting Egypt. 

The proposition of the headline is monoglossically 
formulated. The headline contains a strong trace of 
authorial intervention in the form of the idiomatic 
adjective ‘sweet-toothed’ and could be read as an 
authorial summary of the economic environment in 
Egypt. Monoglossic alignment between writer and 
reader is then construed via the foregrounding of the 
writer’s negative stance towards the Egyptian political 
state of affairs after the economic crisis. Hence, 
the authorial voice resorts to idiomatic sharpness 
(Chenguang  2007) to reinforce the proposed negative 
evaluation. ‘Sweet-toothed’ means to desire to eat 
many sweet foods-especially candy and pastries. 

The phrase voices an authorial opinion which has 
some negative connotations. Therefore, the headline 
functions interpersonally as the nucleus of evaluation. 
Intersemiotically, the image takes the role of the 
‘identifier’ (Martinec and Salway 2005); it visualizes 
the verbal stance of the headline as represented in the 
depiction of a crowd of people standing before a vehicle 
distributing staples. The participants’ outstretched arms, 
the most salient visual element due to visual repetition, 
symbolise their needs. A multiplication of the negative 
stance voiced against the Egyptian economic status is, 
then, achieved.  

The caption then contextualizes the picture by naming 

the place: Cairo, and the time medium: weeklong of the 
sugar crisis. The chosen lexical items ‘weeklong’ and 
‘sugar crisis’ further enhance the stance expressed in the 
suggested nucleus unit. However, the caption alone can 
be read as factual statement expressed in the ‘reporter 
voice’ (Martin and White, 2005) and, therefore, its 
evaluation is only achieved by accompanying the image.  

The study considers as well the inclusion of hyperlinks 
to the first visual-verbal nucleus unit. Print reportage 
combines the elements of headline, photo, and caption in 
their schematic structure. In this sense, online reportage 
with the affordances of new technology should benefit 
from the online domain to be differentiated from the 
print ones. Although it is not found in the literature, to the 
best of the author’s knowledge, the study has found it 
significant to include related news hyperlinks to the first 
nucleus unit as satellite. 

Related news hyperlinks are termed by Knox (2009) as 
‘newsbites’. The following figure provides an illustration 
of related news compositional parts:
 

Figure 5.  Related stories with all structural elements indicated

As illustrated by Figure 5, the related stories newsbites 
consist of a ‘Verbal Frame’, a ‘Focus Link’, and a 
‘Lure’ (Knox 2009, 330). As its name suggests, the 
Verbal Frame relates the followed hyperlinks to the 
accompanied reportage. As for the Focus Link, it takes 
the form of a headline that is conflated with a link to a 
story page. In this regard, it has an intertextual function. 
Studying the reportage under discussion, it is found 
that the wording and lexical choices of the Focus Links 
move towards a negative evaluative stance against 
the Egyptian economic status. The lexical items ‘ailing 
economy’, ‘gloomy Egypt’, ‘financial crisis’ and ‘short 
of money’, essentially relate to and multiply the voiced 
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negative evaluation against Egypt’s economy. In this 
regard, the Focus Link stands for expanding dialogism 
(Tan 2008) since it invites to a longer version of the 
same story. On the left side of the Focus Link there is 
a hyper image. It visualizes the verbiage of the Focus 
consequently; it is given the functional label of ‘Lure’ 
(Knox 2009, 327).  

The visual design of the reportage accompanied 
newsbites takes the form of the visual discourse of 
traditional news genres. The reportage newsbites relate 
to a longer version of the same story which has the 
same headline. Significantly, related stories newsbites 
are depended stories that point to longer news stories 
of various genres (editorials, articles, features etc.) 
elsewhere in the newspaper. This special feature of 
the story reveals how various voices are represented 
by what Fairclough (1995, 77) terms “Intertextual chain 
relations.” In this sense, related news stories can be 
perceived as a technique of ‘mixed genres’ since they 
are intertxtually related to the adjunct feature article. 

Based on the assumption that online newspapers provide 
an accessible source of authentic, target language 
material, Djonov, Knox and Zhao (2015, 335) propose 
some questions that are useful for teachers and learners 
of second and foreign languages concerning related 
news hyperlinks. Although proposed in a different 
context, these questions prove to be relevant to this 
part of the analysis which proposes the significance of 
linking these related stories newsbites with the nucleus-
satellite unit. These questions are:

How is the page designed? What visual 
and verbal framing devices are used 
to categorise content? Which stories 
are grouped together and how is this 
achieved visually? Are borders, frames, 
white space, and\or headings used? How 
do these devices work to create explicit 
or implicit categorization of the news? 
(emphasis added)

Therefore, these questions significantly examine the 
function of newsbites since they indicate that their 
placement adjunct to the news reports is not accidental, 
rather they are placed there for an ideological reason. 

As satellites, they function as evaluative framing devices 
which reflect the position of the news organization 
towards the reportage story under discussion by relating 
them ideologically to other stories that are ‘related’, as 
claimed by the editorial board. Hence, these hyperlinks 
are placed beside the feature story for a reason. They 
expand the negative framing provided by the nucleus 
unit. 

In this regard, it is assumed that NYT online reportage 
stories can be considered a macro genre which consists 
of two subgenres organized in orbital structure.  The first 
sub-genre is constituted of picture, headline, caption, 
and related stories hyperlinks where the image and 
headline together form the nucleus part of evaluation and 
the other elements are the satellites which significantly 
expand the evaluative tone. The second sub-genre is 
the story body text. 

Figure 6. Proposed modifications on Iedema’s et al (1994) to 
fit into the online domain

DETERMINING THE GENERIC STRUCTURE OF 
THE SECOND NUCLEAR-SATELLITE UNIT

The second nucleus-satellite elements of NYT online 
reportage deal with the body text. The upright pyramid 
structure is the traditionally established schematic 
structure for printed reportage.  Figure 7 is illustrative:

Figure 7.  Upright pyramid (Johnston, 2007)
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The delayed lead hints at the story content in a brief 
narrative or descriptive form. It is then followed by a 
nut graph.  As the figure displays, the upright pyramid 
structure places the real climax or features of a story 
somewhere other than in the lead. This technique is 
known as the ‘suspended interest story’ which provides 
excitement about the story. Often the climax in a story 
is in the final paragraph (Johnston 2007). It is usually 
presented by the second paragraph following the delay 
lead. However, such schematic structure cannot be 
relied on when considering online news stories, since it 
does not count for the free navigation (Zammit 2007) 
and the digital affordance represented by the contained 
clickable objects visualized in blue colour.

Such visualized blue attributes are structured within the 
reportage story to provide information through NYT 
internal articles or external websites. They then build up 
the negative tone of evaluation of the given reportage. 
As such, the body text of online reportage stories 
refutes the linear structure reading path of the upright 
pyramid. Iedema’s et al. (1994) orbital structure can be 
considered along with introducing some modifications to 
fit the genre of soft online news. Consider the following 
extract taken from the reportage under discussion:

The extract represents the delayed lead, the nutgraph 
and parts of the body development. The delayed lead 
takes the task of describing how sugar is an important 
staple to the Egyptians. The description offers a 
negative judgement tone evaluating the Egyptians’ 
excessive consumptions of sugar, arguing that fifth 
of the Egyptians are diabetic. The main theme of the 

analyzed reportage is revealed in the second paragraph 
(the nutgraph). The nutgraph states the idea of prevailing 
sugar crisis along with Egyptians’ reaction towards it. 

A significant number of hyperlinks are embedded 
in the body text of the reportage under discussion. 
Considering such hyperlinks, it is found that they 
represent either internal or external contents. The 
internal content offers information on webpages that 
exist within the NYT site. As for the external content, it 
provides information on WebPages that exist outside of 
the NYT site. The following table illustrate the number of 
hyperlinks directed to internal content and hyperlinks to 
external webpages:

Table 1. Number of external and internal links 

What is significant here is that the hyperlinks, whether 
internal or external carry the same negative evaluative 
stance against the current Egyptian government. 
The external links include social media web, citizen-
generated blog, Al Ahram Egyptian newspaper and a 
report from the World Bank. All the external and internal 
links negatively evaluate the economic situation of Egypt 
while attributing it to president Abdel Fattah Al Sisi’s 
government and its political practices. Orbitally, the 
nutgraph and the end are proposed to take the position 
of the nucli, whereas the delayed lead, body text, and 
the included clickable objects are moved to the satellite 
domain.

Figure 8. Proposed second nucleus-satellite unite
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CONCLUSION

Each online semiotic mode, verbal or non-verbal carries 
part of the evaluative stance. As such text loaded 
evaluative stance can be perceived as the production 
of the interplay between different semiotic resources. 
Studying text evaluative stance can be then considered 
within the parameter of genre and generic structure. 
Evaluative stance, as argued by the current study, is 
reflected, loaded and multiplied by generic structure 
affordances. The current study perceives text generic 
structure as semiotic instantiations of evaluative stance.

It follows the recent studies calling for a change in 
the theoretical and methodological approach when 
considering digital news due to the change in the 
semiotic potential afforded by the online medium. In 
this view, the study introduces a delicate refinement 
to Iedema’s et al (1994) and White’s (1997) models 
for hard news structure so as to investigate the impact 
of the digital affordance of online news reportage on 
the intended evaluative stance. The study discusses 
the ways by which text generic structure influences 
the evaluative resources.  The revised model is meant 
to trace the interaction between different semiotic 
systems as they are instantiated in texts.  

In this respect, the study examines the evaluative stance 
embedded in the verbal-non-verbal intersemiosis 
involving the reportage nucleus-satellite elements. The 
analysis uncovers how the analyzed story evaluates 
the Egyptian recent sugar crisis along with negatively 
attributing it to the current government.  It concludes 
that, NYT online reportages do not function within 
the tenet of the established upright pyramid, so often 
associated with English-language reportage stories. 
Online reportage significantly operates within the model 
of nucleus-satellite orbital structure after introducing 
some modifications to that model that suit the distinctive 
properties offered by the online domain. 

As such, along with suggesting a new model to consider 
the generic structure of online reportage stories, this 
paper suggests that determining the generic structure 
of texts helps in the process of investigating evaluation 
instantiation. The study concludes that online reportage 

can be recognized as a macro genre that includes two 
interrelated yet independent sub-genres with two 
nucleus-satellites unites.  

However, the suggestion for a revised genre model in 
the current study is not based on an extensive empirical 
study of various types of websites. The observation 
is restricted to a one online reportage story. A more 
empirical footing is needed and a large set of data 
are required to be able to make claims about online 
reportage stories schematic structure and its relation to 
the intended evaluative stance.
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