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Abstract

This article focuses on the probing of undergraduates’ interpretation activities
of news in Taiwan. Receiving theory, and the concepts of pre-understand, en-
lightenment, and interpretative community constitute a conceptual framework
of this study. This research is an explorative study, and applies the qualitative
research approach. The methods of thinking aloud and deep interview are
used to collect data during the periods of December 2006 to February 2007. In
total, there are 12 interviewees; four men and eight women. Ten participants
are grade three, and two are grade four. The saturation theory decides when to
stop the work of data collection. This study adopts methods of the “hermeneutic
circle” and “double hermeneutic” to analyze data. The results indicate that
undergraduates’ interpretations of the news are multi-dynamic, participants’
pre-understandings, personal experiences, attitudes, and the influences of the
media, as well as the social norms, are reflected by their interpretative activi-
ties. This paper also discusses the difference between the findings of this study,
theory, and concepts which guide this research to propose a model about un-
dergraduates’ news interpretative activities.

Keywords: Information interpretation; Reception analysis; Interpretative com-
munity; Audience research; Message design

SUMMARY

There is an important relationship between information interpretation and
message design. It is also a critical issue to consider users’ interpretation of the
message they receive in text, as well as users’ interaction with information and
communication technology (ICT) devices. By understanding users’ interpretation
of words, designers could design texts, products, or services that are accessible
and usable for a wide range of people. However, studies on people’s interpreta-
tion of news messages are limited. This article focuses on the probing of re-
cipients’ interpretation of news messages. For example, how do undergraduate
students choose which piece of news to read? What are the criteria? What kind
of interaction occurs when they read the news? How do undergraduate students
interpret the news they read? Why do they have such interpretations? What mean-
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ings are constructed as they read and interpret the news?

The following concepts, such as receiving theory, the Hans-George Ga-
damer’s “pre-understanding” and “enlightenment” concepts, and Stanley Fish’s
“interpretative community” concept, have guided this study, including the design
of the interview outline and the analysis of preliminary materials. This research,
however, does not try to verify the aforementioned theories and concepts; instead,
it is hoped that new concepts or model can be discovered and applied to describe
undergraduate students’ interpretations of news.

This research is an explorative study and takes the qualitative research ap-
proach. Thinking aloud and in-depth interviews are used to collect data during the
period of December 2006 to February 2007. In total, there are 12 interviews con-
ducted with four men and eight women. Ten participants are juniors and two are
seniors. The saturation theory decides when to stop the process of data collection.
This study adopts the methods “hermeneutic circle” and “double hermeneutic” to
analyze the data.

The results are described in the following sections in response to the re-
search questions: What are the themes of news the subjects in this study choose
to read and the reasons of selection? What happens when the subjects interact
with the news messages? And whether the news makes sense for the subjects?
The findings indicate that undergraduate students choose to read a certain piece of
news not only based on their knowledge, situation, and particular events (if it is a
headline news), but also their habits and expectations. For example, if the content
of the news is consistent with the subjects’ belief, they may choose to read the
news. The author labels this kind of choosing behavior as habit-based behavior.
The subjects also like to read the news that is consistent with their values. On
the other hand, some subjects indicated if the content of news is against the social
norm or opposite to their ideas, they may be interested in reading it as well out of
curiosity.

When the subjects read the news, sometimes they interpreted the meaning of
the news intuitively, without much thinking about the message. Sometimes they
responded to the news with ironic attitude. Their emotions were also influenced
when reading certain types of news. In addition, we found that the subjects ig-
nored certain pieces of news when they felt the content of news is of no value for
them, or they could not understand the content.

Their interpretative approaches to the news are multi-dynamic. Participants’
pre-understanding, personal experience, attitude, and the influence of the media,
as well as social norms, all influence their horizons when interpreting the mean-

ings of news. There are three patterns of approaches: interpreting intuitively
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without any thoughts about the content, interpreting according to his/her values,
and interpreting according to his/her experience. The results also show that the
concepts of tradition, authority, and interpretative community are helpful when
discussing the subjects’ interpretative activities of news. In other words, the sub-
jects applied the ideas which they learned when they were children and the values
that their parents or teachers taught them when reading the news. They were
taught how to think and behave at a young age, and these norms influenced their
approach of interpreting the news. The sequential behaviors of choosing, reading,
and interpreting help the participants construct the following meanings: the re-
solving of problems, sharing of information with others, application of aid action
tactics, cause of interest, and the following up on the related information continu-
ously.

This study discusses undergraduate students’ interpretation of news. The
author not only examines the data from the cognitive viewpoint, but also places
the emphasis on the influence which comes from our culture. Most subjects in-
tuitively interpret the content of news without any serious thoughts. This reflects
the characteristics of news—it becomes out of date quickly. In an information
society, a great amount of information is produced daily. In order to absorb these
much information, people cannot spend much time on thinking about the mean-
ings of the news they read. Theoretically, the contribution of this study is that it
indicates some important and useful concepts when discussing people’s interpreta-
tion of news. It also provides new approaches to understanding people’s informa-
tion interpretation and use behavior. We can apply quantitative method to under-
stand if these concepts could be used to explain most people’s news information

interpretative activities in further studies.
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