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It is common knowledge that newspapers play a very important role in everyday life of most countries, and the United Kingdom is no exception. Figures from the 2013 National Readership Survey show that newspapers are a very significant news platform used by about 43% of adults in the UK. There can be hardly any doubt that British press is worth paying close attention to in order to improve the level of linguistic and cultural competence.
The choice of a newspaper as the material for investigation is also conditioned by the fact that apart from a variety of topics consistently discussed in a newspaper (such as politics, finance etc), there usually are several topics that change from issue to issue and attract great attention, often causing heated discussions among the readers. If public attention is captured, they are normally discussed in two or three issues in a row.
The purpose of the current study is to determine what kinds of topics interest the English reader the most and how these topics are presented and developed in the press. It is an unavoidable preliminary stage to the actual study of the philological presentation of topical issues in British press. The material for the research is a number of articles published in the Daily Mail and the Mail on Sunday in the course of approximately one week (October 18, 2014 – October 26, 2014).
The choice of material for this paper is not entirely accidental. The Daily Mail is not only popular among and respected by the readers, but it also cuts through classes. It is not as prestigious as The Times, for example, but the Queen and her husband are among the subscribers; at the same time it is not politically biased, in contrast to the Guardian or the Independent. The Daily Mail is the second biggest-selling daily newspaper in the United Kingdom after the Sun. It is commonly classified as a daily middle-market tabloid newspaper and it also was the first British newspaper aimed at the newly-literate lower-middle class market. The Daily Mail was launched in 1896, and in 1982 its sister paper the Mail on Sunday was published for the first time.
As the Daily Mail is a British newspaper, its target audience is the residents of the United Kingdom, which means that the medium covers the issues that are of importance to this particular community. Studying them might help foreign learners enter the English-speaking community having acquired a certain degree of cultural and social, as well as linguistic, competence. However, foreign learners are not expected to follow the English life day by day and be aware of the importance of all the recorded events. That is why in this paper less important subjects are omitted and the attention is mainly concentrated on topical issues.
These are such issues that cause public interest and are usually presented in a number of articles published one after another. The attention of the audience can be focused on them for rather lengthy periods of time, which means that they strike all kinds of chords, causing the readers to respond with indignation/pity/sympathy etc. Having noticed that the public are not indifferent to a certain subject, the editors do not let this subject drop until they have used it to its full potential. Its presentation in the press can have various forms: from the whole pages dedicated to the subject when it is at the peak of public interest to brief references to it even after the peak of its popularity has passed.
The material comprises eight articles that have been selected from the Daily Mail and the Mail on Sunday issues. The chosen articles were divided into several groups, each of them covering an issue that can be considered topical. In the given paper the two largish groups are discussed.
Group 1 consists of a series of articles adapted from the book “Map of Heaven” by Dr Eben Alexander and published on Sunday, Monday and Tuesday. None of them are mentioned in the front page of the newspaper; nevertheless, each of these articles takes up no less than a page and a half in its middle section; besides, several readers’ letters discussing this topic have been published as well. The concept of life after death and everything connected to it has always been of interest to people, regardless of their country, language, or religion; but the English have a very peculiar background in this field. It was in the English-speaking countries that spiritualism reached the peak of its development from the 1840s to the 1920s. Hence the question about afterlife still attracts attention of the English public.
Group 2 consists of the three articles published one after another on October 18, October 19, and October 21. The topic they discuss is a venomous Brazilian Wandering spider which was found by a family of South Londoners in the bananas delivered to them by Waitrose – one of the largest grocery retailers in the United Kingdom. Such an incident was bound to trigger public reaction, as Waitrose is a famous brand and is most widely used by the British. Two articles are dedicated to the event itself: the first one tells the reader all the details of the incident, and in the second article several examples of similar occasions are given. At the same time the columnist Craig Brown, the author of the third article, uses the spider incident to speak about Waitrose in general and point out its drawbacks.
The language of newspaper should not be seen as the sum total of certain features.  The philological study of a newspaper material should necessarily be preceded by the abovementioned considerations, it covering a vast and varied field that could only be successfully investigated when it has been duly compartmentalized.
