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Scholars’ use of newspapers: past research

Who uses newspapers?

History, Communication Studies, Journalism, 

Political Science, Sociology, Arts, Medical, 
Archaeology, Geography, Genealogy etc., etc.



Scholars’ use of newspapers

But what do they write about? And does this 
differ depending on newspapers used?

Possible ways to discover this: text mining and 
topic modeling



Text mining:

Turning text into data for 

computational analysis



Free text mining tool for the 

JSTOR archives

dfr.jstor.org





Usage of newspapers in scholarly journals

Newspaper # of search results in JSTOR DfR

New York Times 99,766

Washington Post 25,477

Chicago Tribune 7,852

Chicago Defender 1,039

Arizona Daily Star 585

El Tucsonense 8

El Democrata Fronterizo 5



Chicago Tribune Chicago Defender



Chicago TribuneChicago Defender

Key terms of articles using Chicago papers



El Tucsonense



El Democrata Fronterizo





Topic modeling:

“a computational, probabilistic technique to uncover 
categories and discover patterns in and among texts” 

From Mining the Dispatch (http://dsl.richmond.edu/dispatch/)

“a method for finding and tracing clusters of words 
(called ‘topics’ in shorthand) in large bodies of texts”

http://miriamposner.com/blog/very-basic-strategies-for-interpreting-results-from-the-topic-
modeling-tool/

http://dsl.richmond.edu/dispatch/
http://miriamposner.com/blog/very-basic-strategies-for-interpreting-results-from-the-topic-modeling-tool/


Tools for Topic Modeling

https://code.google.com/archive/p/topic-

modeling-tool/downloads



Process

• Ran MALLET 
with:

• 500 iterations

• 10 topic words in 
each topic

• 20 topics

• Used their default 
stop word list



Topics of articles that used Chicago Defender Topics of articles that used Chicago Tribune



Topics of articles that used Chicago Defender

Topics of articles that used Chicago Tribune



Labeling and interpreting topics

Chicago Defender - Topics Topic label

women white  black  men  american woman  

gender  race  social  class

Gender and race

baseball black  sport  team  american sports  

players  robinson game   league

African Americans 

in sports

black white  american racial  african americans

race  york negro  rights

negro negroes  black  white  blacks  colored  

south  race  washington men

war army  soldiers  die  der  military  japanese

und  veterans  soldier



Labeling and interpreting topics

Chicago Tribune - Topics Topic label?

american social  history  world  political  

religious  life  society  people  church

Church and state

art building  chicago museum  design  city

work  york buildings  water

Chicago arts and 

design

data research  analysis  table  model  number  

journal  results  information  study

school  education students  schools  university  

reading  college  teachers  research  children

war american united states  foreign  world  

government  military  international  german



What does this tell us?

Initial thoughts:

• Researchers tend to utilize major national newspapers to the exclusion 
of a wider and more diverse range of newspapers.

• Scholars using Chicago Defender vs. Chicago Tribune tend to address 
different research questions. 

• Would this hold to be true in articles that use other newspaper titles?

• Do the topics change over time based on trends in scholarly research?
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