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FEATURES IN EXPOSITORY TEXTS: 

INSTRUCTOINAL PRACTICES 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 Although the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for expository texts call for 

Kindergarten to grade 12 students to know and use various text features of expository texts, 

beyond the few given examples listed in the Standards, the concept of “text features” remains 

vague and undefined. This lack of clarity creates the problem of how students could be taught to 

distinguish between features when the features themselves are not well defined. One question 

that addresses this problem is, what definition of text features can be determined from an 

examination of the varieties of text features embedded in expository texts of various formats, and 

what are some research-based instructional approaches for teaching those features? To answer 

the question, a synthesis of existing research on text features and their instruction was conducted. 

One major finding is the resulting extensive categorized list of features of expository texts 

grouped into the two categories of visual and non-visual features. Another finding is that these 

various features each have a specific role in expository texts as related to the text genre. The 

synthesis also finds that various features have an impact on the reader, and a reader’s prior-

knowledge of the text features appears to impact a reader’s usage of the features to make 

meaning from expository texts. As for instructional methods, this synthesis finds that direct 

instruction on the features of expository texts (separate from instruction on the content of texts) 

appears likely to have a positive impact on a reader’s close reading and comprehension of 

expository texts. The relationship between knowledge of text features for reading and the use of 

text features when writing expository texts supports the instructional method of explicit writing 

of features in expository texts as the most appropriate instructional approach for teaching 

students to distinguish between the various features of expository texts. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

Statement of the problem 

 

In recent years there has been a growing concern regarding common educational 

standards for all students. As a result, the Obama administration has called on “all states to adopt 

state-developed standards in English language arts and mathematics that build toward college- 

and career-readiness by the time students graduate from high school” (Duncan, 2010a, p. 5). In 

response to that call, New York State has adopted the Common Core Standards (2010). These 

Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and the instructional shifts necessitated by them require 

teacher literacy instruction to center on what the standards call “close reading” (EngageNY, 

2012, p. 20), a “careful examination of a text itself” (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012, p. 1). This 

examination required by the CCSS focuses on students drawing evidence and knowledge from 

the text and on the “close connection between comprehension of text and acquisition of 

knowledge” during “all reading” (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012, p. 1), including reading in the 

content areas. The CCSS for expository (informational) texts call for students to know and use 

various “text features (e.g., captions, bold print, subheadings, glossaries, indexes, electronic 

menus, icons) to locate key facts or information in a text efficiently” (NYSED, 2011, p. 20) and 

to use “text features and search tools (e.g., key words, sidebars, hyperlinks) to locate information 

relevant to a given topic efficiently” (p. 21). However, beyond these few given examples, the 

concept of “text features” remains vague and undefined. This lack of clarity creates the problem 

of how students could be taught to distinguish between features when the features themselves are 

not well defined. One question that addresses this problem is, what definition of text features can 

be determined from an examination of the varieties of text features embedded in expository texts 

of various formats, and what are some research-based instructional approaches for teaching those 

features? These questions will be answered through an extensive review of the literature related 

to this topic.  
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Background 

  

Throughout my graduate courses in literacy, I have investigated types of reading 

strategies and instructional approaches, particularly for expository texts, and I have learned about 

the technique of close reading in a number of my courses. Close reading, as I understand it, 

involves examining text features; I was first introduced to the topic of textual features in a 

literacy graduate class which has sparked my interest in this area of literacy instruction. I have 

learned that knowledge of text structure (content) and text format (form) can assist a reader in the 

construction of meaning, in the act of close reading. Because the Common Core State Standards 

require an instructional shift to the skill of close reading, I have become very interested in close 

reading as it relates to the more formal skill of textual analysis, the paying attention to textual 

features and how they carry meaning within a text. I now want to pursue the investigation of the 

various features of expository texts and discover what research shows about textual analysis, 

close reading and the distinction between them. I feel that this information will assist me to 

coach elementary teachers in how to teach students to distinguish between them and to learn the 

skill of close reading.  

 

Terminology 

 

 Definitions for some of the key terms in this research study will provide the reader with a 

better understanding of the topic. The term “close reading” is associated in critical history with 

the New Criticism, which is a mode of Anglo-American scholarship (Lentricchia & DeBois, 

2003). According to Lentricchia and DuBois (2003), the critical practice of the New Criticism is 

what “distinguished it most successful from other modes of scholarly work” (p. 2). The original 

New Criticism has become known as close reading. The act of close reading can be understood 

as “paying attention to the literary text in and of itself” (p. 4) and reading with “precision, acuity, 

and patience” (Lentricchia & DuBois, 2003, p. 4.). Close reading calls for “attention to literary 

texture and what is embodied there” (Lentricchia & DuBois, 2003, p. 1). Close readers deal 

“critically with the messages, linguistically and visually encoded in a text” (Lentricchia & 

DuBois, 2003, p. 2). For this research, the term “close reading” refers to the ability to recognize 

and identify text features in an expository text. This definition is based on the implied definition 
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in the Common Core State Standards. The act of close reading relates to the more formal skill of 

textual analysis in which the “features” of a text are analyzed in order to understand the author’s 

meaning (Nord, 2005). According to Haris and Hodges (1995), textual analysis is “analysis of 

the structural characteristics of text, as coherence, hierarchical organization, concept load or 

density as they relate to comprehension” (p. 255). By using textual analysis, the reader constructs 

a full understanding of the functions of the elements or features observed in the content and 

structure of the text source (Nord, 2005). This comprehensive analysis ensures that the text 

source is “wholly and correctly understood” (Nord, 2005 p. 2). In order to understand textual 

analysis and textual features, a definition of “text” is required.  

For this research study, the working definition of a “text” is “a meaningful unit of 

language that is intended to communicate” (Kucer, 2009, p. 18) and is “situated in an appropriate 

context and location” (p. 18). Therefore, texts may be viewed as “sign systems through which 

meanings are constructed and expressed” (Kucer, 2009, p. 19). Kucer notes that texts are” multi-

model” because they “contain both linguistic and non-linguistic signs” (p. 18). Texts or bodies of 

texts are analyzed for various textual features (both linguistic and non-linguistic), which are used 

to classify the texts as belonging to one category (genre) or another. The term “textual feature” is 

ambiguous and carries a number of definitions dependent on the context and situation.  

Textual features may also be referred to as “cohesive elements” (McCarthy, Briner, Rus, & 

McNamara, 2007, p. 15), and they occur “within paragraphs (locally), across paragraphs 

(globally), and in forms such as referential, causal, temporal, and structural” (p. 22). Text 

features might include 

 

a serial ordering of events or descriptions of cause-and-effect relationships that are  

common to history and science texts, patterns of language rhythms in poetic texts,  

detailed (and often overlapping) illustrations to depict several story lines simultaneously  

in graphic novels, or the juxtaposition of gestures, visual images, and music representing  

characters’ motives in digital texts (Risko, Walker-Dalhouse, Bridges, & Wilson, 2011,  

p. 376). 

 

Fisher, Frey, and Lapp (2008) define text features as “components of the text added to increase 

understanding or interest” (p. 551), and include “headings, captions, illustrations, bold or italic 
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words, charts, tables, diagrams, glossaries, index, or graphs” (p. 551). Readers use these text 

features to “determine meaning and importance in texts” (Fisher, Frey, & Lapp, 2008, p. 554).  

The concept of “cohesion” also applies to this research study. Haris and Hodges (1995) define 

“cohesion” as a “set of meaningful relationships among grammatical or lexical components of 

text” (p. 35). For this research then, cohesion is related to how a text is constructed as a 

“semantic edifice” (Haris & Hodges, 1995, p. 35), that is, a text as a constructed unit of meaning. 

Although various definitions exist for other terms which are key to this research study, the ones 

by Haris and Hodges (1995) in The Literacy Dictionary are appropriate and relevant for 

exclusive use in this study, and will therefore, be employed throughout: 

 

text signals: “any typographical devices, as italics or boldface, special symbols or headings, or 

special format arrangements that are used to call the reader’s attention to particular 

aspects of written material” (p. 256); 

text structure: “the various patterns of ideas that are embedded in the organization of text.  

 Common patterns of text structure include expository, cause-effect, comparison-contrast,  

 problem-solution, description, and sequence” (p. 256); 

lexical item: “a linguistic unit with one or more morphemes and with a specific pronunciation 

and meaning, as a word, word compound, or idiom; lexeme; vocabulary item” (p. 138).  

 

For this research study, the terms “expository” and “informational” may be used interchangeably 

and are taken as synonyms meaning texts with non-fiction content. 

 

Theoretical Stance  

 

The act of close reading involves a text, a reader, and the reader’s knowledge of textual 

features. This interaction of three components is a form of interactive reading (Beard, 1988), 

although the text meaning is the one that resides in the text, not necessarily the one constructed 

by the reader. The purpose for this type of reading thus becomes to understand the author’s 

meaning as it is represented in the features of a text. The act of close reading may also be 

understood as a component of the act of textual analysis, a comprehension-based process of 

reading in which the focus is centered on the text itself. Textual analysis is related to literacy 
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criticism, particularly Structuralism which has been studied by Roland Barthe. According to 

Palomo’s (1975) interpretation of Barthe’s work, the literary experience has two aspects: the act 

of writing and the act of reading, between which is the text itself, “the actual sequence of words 

in a book” (Palomo, 1975, p. 203). The meaning of a work (or of a text) “cannot be created by 

the work alone” (Palomo, 1975, p. 203), but resides also in the reader’s experience of the act of 

reading. Therefore, a reading theory that supports this type of reading is the interactive theory, 

especially that proposed by Beard (1988). In his theory, reading may be understood to be a 

process of interacting based on communication via writing and reading (Beard, 1988). In order 

for the interaction to occur, a reader must “closely” read a text, especially an expository text, in 

order to identify the text features and their intended meanings.  

This research study of text features also relates to Adam’s (1990) interactive model of 

reading in which readers interact with the author’s intended meaning as expressed in the text. 

Adams (1990) states that a “reading system is designed to take in the physically separable pieces 

of print not one at a time, but in intricately coordinated concert” (p. 1219). Textual analysis may 

be understood as a form of analytic reading, in which the reader puts together information, 

perceiving relationships and making inferences as the reader “seeks to understand the underlying 

structure of a work, including literary techniques and devices” (Bird, 2005, p. 1). Analytic 

reading involves the act of making inferences and understanding the author’s implied meaning 

(Bird, 2005). The analytic reading of textual analysis includes analyzing the “features” of a text 

while the reader uses his or her background knowledge about these features to comprehend the 

author’s intended meaning. By using textual analysis, the reader “constructs a full understanding 

of the functions of the elements of features observed in the content and structure of the text 

source” (Nord, 2005 p. 2). Sadoski and Paivio (2004) add the Dual Coding Theoretical Model of 

reading which may be understood to influence the understanding of textual features in a broader 

sense to include visual elements. For example, in the Dual Coding Model, verbal stimuli and 

nonverbal stimuli such as sounds and visual images can carry the author’s intended meaning. 

This theory may be applied to the textual features embedded within multimodal and graphic texts 

as well. 
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Rationale 

 

The Common Core State Standards (2011) call for shifts in literacy instruction to include 

more close reading activities with a variety of complex texts including expository (informational) 

and digital texts. The Common Core State Standards for expository (informational) texts call for 

students to know and use various “text features (e.g., captions, bold print, subheadings, 

glossaries, indexes, electronic menus, icons) to locate key facts or information in a text 

efficiently” (NYSED, 2011, p. 20) and to use “text features and search tools (e.g., key words, 

sidebars, hyperlinks) to locate information relevant to a given topic efficiently” (p. 21). The 

precise definition of the term “text features” is ambiguous. This research study investigates the 

multiple types of “features” in expository texts. According to McCarthy, Briner, Rus, and 

McNamara (2007), texts contain pertinent information that “co-refers across sentences and 

paragraphs” (p. 30) and texts contain “relations between phrases, clauses, and sentences that are 

often causally linked” (p. 21). New forms of texts, such as digital texts, contain features that are 

not typical in conventional texts, with words, images, sounds, and movements presented 

simultaneously and within dynamic formats (Risko, Walker-Dalhouse, Bridges, & Wilson, 2011) 

all of which aid the reader in the comprehension of a text and “enhance digital composing” (p. 

377). According to Meyer and Wijekumar (2007), texts have numerous structural and 

organizational features that affect students’ comprehension and composing. According to Fisher, 

Frey, and Lapp’s (2008) interpretation of Barton (1997), there are a number of students who do 

not understand how to use text features to increase comprehension. Therefore this research study 

into types of features in expository texts and how to teach students to “read” them is very 

relevant to the field of reading.  
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Chapter 2: Literature review 

 

In order to address the research questions of what are the various types of textual features 

in expository texts and how students can be taught to distinguish between them, a review of the 

literature will be helpful. The resulting research synthesis will provide some answers to these 

questions. I began this literature review by searching leading education databases for empirical 

studies on text features of expository texts and instructional practices for teaching them. 

Keywords include text features, expository texts, text feature instruction, linguistic features, and 

structural features. The many studies found relevant to this research study on features of 

expository texts have been sorted and grouped below into four categories. The first group are 

studies specifically related to text features of the expository genre and to the role of those 

features in expository texts: text features and their role in expository genre. The second group are 

studies related to the text features and the impact of that feature on the reader: text feature and 

their impact on a reader. The next group are those related to instruction on text features in 

expository texts and the impact of text feature instruction on the reader’s comprehension of 

expository texts: text features instruction and its impact on comprehension. The final group are 

studies related to the use of text features in writing expository texts: text features in expository 

writing.  

 

Text Features and Their Roles in Expository Genre 

 

This group of studies examine specific text features of expository texts as they exist 

independent of a reader. This first study into the characteristic features of expository texts is by 

Yeung (2007) who investigates the “textual features that are typical of business reports as a 

genre” (p. 156). The researcher collected 22 “authentic business reports mainly from Hong 

Kong, but also from Singapore, Malaysia and the United Kingdom” (p. 158). The researcher 

classified the reports into four categories according to their major function: review reports, 

problem-solving reports, market reports, and feasibility study reports. The companies that 

participated in the research were asked to submit sample reports which were typical of the ones 

they used and produced in their daily work. The report writers were “both native and non-native 

speakers of English, occupying positions at different echelons of their organizations ranging 
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from middle to senior levels of management” (p. 158). The texts of the business reports were 

found to be marked by “features of nominalization, objectivity, and rational argument which can 

be found in other expository writing” (p. 158). The reports were analyzed to identify regularities 

in “structure, rhetorical moves, and lexico-grammatical choices” (p. 158) and in comparison with 

textbook models of business report writing. Findings indicate that “business reports have 

distinguishing characteristics which set them apart from another closely-related genre, such as 

scientific reports” (p. 175). The researcher concludes that “the textual evidence appears to 

confirm the genre theory that it is the needs of the socio-cultural contexts which require certain 

communicative acts that produce features typical of a genre” (p. 175). Each genre has its own 

characteristic textual features.   

 A study into the textual features of business letters and journal pages is by Klink and 

Kieninger (2000). These researchers present a “hybrid and comprehensive approach to document 

structure analysis” (p. 18). This approach “makes use of layout (geometrical) as well as textual 

features of a given document” (p. 18). These textual features are the base for “potential 

conditions” which in turn are used “to express fuzzy matched rules of an underlying rule base” 

(p. 18). The approach uses the texts’ “geometrical information, textual information (e.g., text 

pattern), font information (e.g., style, size, bold format, etc.), and universal attributes (e.g., 

number of lines)” (p. 19). The researchers used 89 business letters and 979 journal pages for their 

analysis. The researchers analyzed the document structure in two phases: “first, all common 

document structures like headings, footnotes, lists, and tables” were recognized and second, “all 

domain dependent logical elements” were recognized using the appropriate rule base (p. 19). The 

researchers defined “exactly one rule” for each label and checked each rule base against all 

blocks using “geometric, font-specific, and textual features” (p. 19). The common structures such 

as header, footer, lists or tables were recognized independently. According to Klink and 

Kieninger (2000), from the physical point of view, the document has some pages which consist 

of some blocks, a block consists of some lines, and a line consists of some words” (p. 20). From 

the logical point of view, the document contains “logical units” such as “a heading, a title, tables 

or lists” (p. 20). A “logical unit” has several characteristic appearances: “it can either be a title, 

heading, abstract, author, foot-note, headline, etc.” (p. 19). The researchers presented a rule-

based approach for document structure understanding with an “exchangeable rule-base” (p. 18) 
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that is adaptable to several domains. Textual features can be understood to include the 

geometrical information, textual information, font information, and universal attributes. 

Textual features of another expository genre are identified by Foorman, Francis, 

Davidson, Harm, and Griffin (2004) who investigate reading programs from the perspective of 

“lexical, semantic, and syntactic features” (p. 167). The researchers examined six grade 1 basal 

reading series. The series included passages from “student anthologies (including poetry or 

information about the author and titles), big books, and phonics minibooks” (p. 176). These 

series were selected because they were widely used in two nearby large urban school districts. 

The investigation was based on the examination of the instructional strategies laid out in the 

teacher’s edition of the basal book, and the text selections in the student anthologies and phonics 

minibooks. For lexical features, the researchers examined the “connection between the letter–

sound correspondences and sight words taught and their appearance in the text selections read” 

(p. 170). The researchers also computed “decodability based on regularity of spelling patterns” 

and the “consistency of sound–spelling relations” (p. 171). The researchers counted the words in 

the corpus of each reading program and examined the number “of unique words (i.e., types) and 

the number of occurrences of all words” (p. 175). For semantic features, the researchers analyzed 

“whether the words in the texts were likely to be in first graders’ oral vocabulary” (p. 171). The 

researchers determined “the likelihood of the words being in first graders’ reading vocabulary by 

comparing the printed word frequency of the texts in the basals” (p. 171). The researchers 

counted “the grammatical complexity of the sentences in the texts, repetition of words, and 

coverage of important vocabulary” (p. 187).  Finally, the researchers examined “the syntactic 

complexity of the sentences in the texts using a simple structural parser called the Carnegie 

Mellon University (CMU) Link Grammar” (p. 171). For the syntactic features, the researchers 

compared counts of prepositional phrases and embedded clauses across reading programs. The 

researchers conclude that the six basal programs “differed substantially in the composition of 

their text selections” (p. 187) for grade 1 students; “composition” included text features such as 

“length of texts, the grammatical complexity of the sentences in the texts, the number of unique 

(types) and total (token) words, repetition of words, and coverage of important vocabulary, 

semantic and syntactic features” (p. 188).  

One study is on the non-textual features of online service providing websites. Jeon, Croft, 

Lee and Park (2006) present a method for “systematically and statistically processing non-textual 
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features to predict the quality of documents collected from a specific web service” (p. 2). Web 

services keep track of non-textual features such as “click counts, recommendation counts, etc.” 

(p. 2). Depending on the service, the non-textual features of the documents may be numerous and 

diverse. Textual features are used to measure “relevance of the document to the query” and non-

textual features can be used to estimate “the quality of the document” (p. 2).  The researchers 

collected and analyzed “125 Q&A queries” that were written in Korean. To predict the quality of 

the “best answers” provided from the Q&A queries, the researchers extracted 13 non textual 

features: “answerer’s acceptance ratio, answer length, questioner’s self-evaluation, answerer’s 

activity level, answerer’s category specialty, print counts, copy counts, user’s recommendation, 

editor’s recommendation, sponsors answers, click counts, number of answers, and user’s dis-

recommendation” (p. 4). The researchers have developed a method to “systematically and 

statistically process non-textual features that are commonly recorded by web services, to 

improve search quality” (p. 8). The researchers plan to “improve the feature selection 

mechanism” and “develop a framework that can handle both textual and non- textual feature 

together” (p. 8) and apply it to other web services. 

 

Text Features and Their Impact on a Reader  

 

The studies in this section not only identify textual features but also examine the impact 

of those features on the reader. One study into a textual feature itself and that feature’s impact on 

a reader is by McNamara, Kintsch, Songer, and Kintch (1996). The researchers investigate the 

feature of text coherence and its role in the “comprehension of science texts” (p. 1). The 

researchers conducted two experiments. The participants in the first experiment were 36 

adolescents aged 11 to 15 years and living in Boulder, Colorado. The researchers divided the 

participants into three text conditions: “original, revised, and expanded texts” (p. 7). Each 

participant followed the same tasks: “complete a sorting task, pretest questions, text reading, text 

recall, sorting task, and posttest questions” (p. 9). The researchers used a quantitative 

methodology and used “separate ANOVAs” (p. 10) to analyze data. Findings showed a “large 

increase in text recall after revising their text to make them coherent” (p. 17). Thus, the 

researchers conclude that “making texts more coherent at either the micro- or macrolevel can 

have beneficial effects on recall” (p. 17). The second experiment was to “test the prediction that, 
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rather than having a fully coherent text to read, some students may learn better when they have to 

provide the coherence themselves, at both the local and global levels” (p. 19). The participants in 

this second study were 46 students ranging in age from 10 to 15 years. The researchers divided 

the participants into four text conditions:  

 

maximally coherent text at both the local level and macrolevel, text maximally coherent 

at the local level and minimally coherent at the macrolevel, text minimally coherent at 

the local level and maximally coherent at the macrolevel, minimally coherent text at both  

the local level and macrolevel (p. 20). 

 

Participants followed the same general procedures as in the first experiment. Findings indicate 

that “it is better to let the reader construct the coherence of a text” (p. 36). The researchers 

conclude that the “advantage of active processing has also been observed with other kinds of 

tasks involving memory, learning, and procedural skills” (p. 36). The researchers also conclude 

that “long-term retention can be enhanced with training methods that slow down acquisition by 

making the learning process more difficult and thereby increase the learner’s active engagement” 

(p. 37). The role of coherence in a text is to aid the reader to organize and recall information. 

Therefore, the level of the text feature of “coherence” impacts the reader’s comprehension.  

Another study that focuses on the text feature of coherence and its impact on the reader’s 

comprehension of expository texts is by Freebody and Anderson (1983). While these researchers 

investigate the effects of “text cohesion” (p. 277), they also add the component of “schema 

availability” (p. 277) to their study on children’s comprehension of social studies passages that 

varied in vocabulary difficulty. For these researchers, schema availability appears to refer to the 

more common phase of “prior knowledge”. The researchers followed a “cohesion analysis 

framework” (p. 279) to determine the “linguistic features which contribute to the unity of a text” 

(p. 279). The researchers conducted an experiment with two groups of participants: 84 sixth-

grade students from a small city in central Illinois. The control groups received instruction with 

“grade 5 basal reading passages” (p. 282). The experimental group received instruction with the 

same reading passages but with “high- and low- cohesion versions of the texts” (p. 282). 

Participants read each passage then “completed a multiple-vocabulary item” (p. 283) assessment. 

Participants then “recalled the passage as fully as possible, using their own words” (p. 282) and 

wrote a “two- or three-sentence summary of the main ideas” (p. 282) of the passage. The 
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researchers used a mixed methodology to analyze assessment data. The researchers also used 

“multiple regression analysis to partition the variance” (p. 283) in this experiment. Based on the 

findings, the researchers conclude that “no significant main effects for vocabulary or cohesion 

are evident” (p. 293). The text feature of “coherence” appears to have little impact on the 

readers’ acquisition of vocabulary.   

Englret and Heibert (1984) investigate “the effects of four types of expository text on the 

comprehension performance of children in third and sixth grade” (p. 65). Participants, “76 third 

graders and 70 sixth graders from varied socio-economic levels” (p. 67), read a paragraph on “a 

wide range of topics from science to social studies texts” (p. 67). After reading, the participants 

were required to complete a “12- item text structure measure” (p. 67), consisting of “three items 

for each of the four text structures: comparison/contrast, description, enumeration, and sequence” 

(p. 67). For each statement, the participants were required to rate the “degree of fit” (p. 68) with 

the original topic sentences, according to four rating choices. The researchers scored each item 

using a “point value ranging from one to four depending on the accuracy of the writing” (p. 69). 

The researchers used “multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) with a repeated measures 

on the last factor, text, used with two dependent variables (ie., targets, distractors)” (p. 69). The 

researchers conclude that “description and comparison/contrast were the most difficult text 

structures for children at both grade levels” (p. 71). Data analysis indicates that “knowledge of 

discourse types underlies effective expository comprehension and that this ability increases as 

children reach the upper elementary grades” (p. 65). The knowledge of the features of text 

structure (comparison/contrast, description, enumeration, and sequence) appears to aid the reader 

in organizing information. Therefore, the prior-knowledge of these types of structures impacts 

the reader’s ability to comprehend texts that follow that structure.  

Another study related to the text feature of structure of expository texts and its impact on 

a reader is by Harman, Anderson, Pearson, and Nagy (1987) who investigate how text features 

“may influence the amount of vocabulary knowledge acquired incidentally while reading 

expositions” (p. 236). The researchers identified three sets of text features: “features associated 

with the macrostructure, with logical and temporal relations in the microstructure, and with 

explanations of concepts and relations between them” (p. 236). Prior to their study, the 

researchers hypothesized that “text features found in an informative macrostructure and in 

precise conceptual elaborations stood as the most likely candidate to boost understanding, and 
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thus possibly to boost acquisition of vocabulary knowledge” (p. 278). The researchers conducted 

an experiment with 309 eight-grade participants from three different junior high schools in a 

midsized Midwestern town. The researchers administered a Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills 

(CTBS) prior to the start of the experiment to determine the participants’ ability. The researchers 

divided the participants into two groups. The control group received instruction with “two 1000 

word expository texts” (p. 271). The experimental group received instruction with three 

additional versions of both of these texts. The researchers developed the additional versions of 

the texts to incorporate the three categories of text features: “macrostructure, microstructure, and 

concept elaboration” (p. 272). The researchers define macrostructure “as expressed in text 

through titles, topic sentences, and the overall organization and flow of information” (p. 236). 

Knowledgeable readers may use such information to gain an initial understanding of information 

in a text. The participants wrote two multiple-choice tests and constructed two short essays. The 

researchers used a quantitative methodology to analyze data. The researchers define 

“typographical features” as “bold facing” (p. 269). Findings indicate that participants reading the 

elaborated versions of the text “learned more about how these concepts fit into a system of 

concepts, probably because essential information appeared directly on the pages of text” (p. 281). 

The researchers note that “revisions in surface features do not affect acquisition of vocabulary 

knowledge significantly when existing information in a text is insufficient” (p. 281). However, 

researchers also conclude that “improvement in surface features may have been a necessary 

condition for a fuller comprehension” (p. 281).  

A study into the textual feature of headings and their impact on comprehension is by 

Lorch, Lemarie, and Grant (2011) who investigate the function of headings as “signaling 

devices, namely, to communicate information about text organization” (p. 267). The researchers 

explain that “text signals”(p. 268), including headings, cover a wide variety of writing devices: 

“typographical contrast used to highlight keywords, to preview statements used to establish new 

topics, and headings used to communicate information about a text’s topics and their 

organization” (p. 268). Lorch et al conducted experiments to determine whether college students 

“attended” (or paid attention to) headings when making outlines of expository texts. In their first 

experiment, the researchers tested 39 college students from introductory psychology classes. The 

researchers analyzed the resulting outlines statistically. Findings indicate that student outlines 

had headings “appropriately positioned” for texts with “hierarchical headings” (p. 273) than for 
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texts without. The second experiment tested “the hypothesis that organizational information is a 

distinct type of information communicated by headings” (p. 274). Participants were a new set of 

35 psychology students. The texts were identical to those in the first experiment except for the 

numbered headings. Findings of the second experiment are consistent with the findings of the 

first experiment: “participants produced more complete and accurate outlines when the headings 

signaled the hierarchical organization of the text topics than when they did not” (p. 277). In the 

third experiment, participants were yet another set of the 41 psychology students. They 

performed a timed search task wherein they answered 18 questions based on two texts: one with 

numbered headings and the other with “color name headings” (p. 277). Findings indicate that the 

“participants were faster to locate answers to questions if the text contained numbered headings 

than if the text contained color name headings” (p. 281). In their fourth experiment, the 

researchers again placed “hierarchical and sequential information in opposition, but in the 

context of a search task” (p. 280). The new set of 48 psychology students performed a timed 

search task with the same texts in the third experiment, but the second set of headings followed a 

“convention for communicating their hierarchical relations” (p. 282). Findings indicate that the 

“participants were faster to find answers when the text contained sequential headings than when 

the text contained hierarchical headings” (p. 282). The researchers conclude that overall, 

“headings that communicate the hierarchical organization of a text result in better outlines than 

headings that communicate sequential organization or no organizational information” (p.282). 

Hierarchical organization is a type of heading whose function is “to communicate information 

about a text’s topics and their organization” (p. 268). Therefore, the textual feature of headings 

as signaling devices support readers’ efforts to organize and comprehend expository texts. 

Another study into the impact of the text feature of headings, but focused on text signals 

in expository hypertext is by Naumann, Richter, Flender, and Christmann (2007). These 

researchers conducted two experiments to test the hypothesis that “hypertext-specific signals 

particularly support learners with badly routinized reading skills in organizing and integrating 

complex learning materials” (p. 791). The researchers define textual signals as “textual devices” 

that do not contribute to the content of a text but make the “semantic and topical structure” of a 

text more explicit to readers, and “provide guidance to the learner’s processing of text contents” 

(p. 792). These textual signals include “topic overviews, headings, typographical cues such as 

boldface or italics, preview or summarizing statements, pointer expressions, and sometimes also 
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linguistic markers of semantic or rhetorical relations … types of topic overviews, such as tables 

of contents or advance organizers” (p. 172). In their first experiment, the researchers compared 

the role of “basic reading skill in learning with a typical linear expository text to the role of 

reading skill in learning with a hypertext that contained topical signals in form of global 

navigational aids and rhetorical signals in form of hyperlinks” (p. 174). The 84 undergraduate 

psychology students were randomly assigned to either the linear text condition or the hyper-text 

condition. Participants were required to study the text, take notes, and then prepare an essay on 

the “topic” of “experiments in visual perception” in such a way that “other students could use the 

essay to prepare for an exam” (p. 976). The researchers used a quantitative methodology and 

used three different aspects of learning outcomes: “how much knowledge learners acquired 

overall, how strongly they focused on the learning task, and how well they integrated the text 

contents with their prior knowledge” (p. 795). Data analysis indicated that “of participants whose 

reading skill was low, those who had learned with the hypertext outperformed participants who 

had learned with the linear text” (p. 787). Findings indicate that “an expository hypertext with 

topical and rhetorical signals can compensate for deficits in reading skill” (p. 788). Thus, the 

researchers assert that the “results provide indirect support for the idea that the signals provided 

by the hypertext facilitate the application of these strategies” (p. 788) and thus increase 

comprehension. To provide stronger evidence, the researchers conducted a second experiment 

which included the same linear text and hypertext used in experiment 1, but added a “hypertext 

that lacked a graphical overview of the general text structure and contained only a greatly 

reduced number of hyper-links” (p. 800). For this experiment, 46 undergraduate psychology 

students were required to follow the same procedure as in the previous experiment. The 

researchers also followed the same methodology as in the first experiment. Data analysis for this 

second experiment indicates that “the same interaction pattern was found for hypertext with a 

high versus a low amount of hypertext-specific signals” (p. 791). Findings indicate that “the 

hypertext containing signals positively influenced the amount of knowledge that learners with 

badly routinized reading skills acquired, their degree of focusing on a given learning task, and 

the degree of integration of text contents with prior knowledge” (p. 804). Therefore the text 

feature of hypertext signals appears to “facilitate comprehension processes” and “promote the 

organization, selection, and integration of the to-be-learned information” (p. 804). 
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A study that examines the role of the reader, specifically the reader’s use of prior 

knowledge of structure in the comprehension of expository texts is by Kendeou and Van Den 

Broek (2007) who investigate the interactions between the reader’s prior-knowledge of the 

feature and the actual text structure in “cognitive processes during comprehension of scientific 

texts” (p. 1567). The researchers conducted two experiments. Their first experiment investigated 

the “effects of prior knowledge and text structure online, using a think-aloud methodology” (p. 

1568). The researchers explain the term “online” as referring to “processes that take place during 

reading comprehension” (p. 1568); these have nothing to do with the internet. Participants were 

86 undergraduate students enrolled in introductory psychology or physics courses at the 

University of Minnesota. The “misconception group was made up of participants who scored 

60% or less on the Force Concept Inventory” (p. 1569); those who scored above 60% were 

placed in the “nonmisconception group” (p. 1569). Participants read aloud four types of texts and 

“thought-aloud” about meaning after each sentence. Participants then read a “distractor task” (p. 

1569) before being asked to recall the original text and write down “everything they could 

remember” (p. 1569) about that text. This procedure was followed for each of the four types of 

texts. The researchers transcribed and analyzed the think-aloud protocols. Findings indicate the 

cognitive processes in which readers engage during reading: “comprehension monitoring, 

associations, intrasentential connections, intersentential connections, correct inferences, incorrect 

inferences, conceptual change strategies, and other” (p. 1570). The researchers conclude that 

“readers with misconceptions engage in more conceptual change strategies than do reader 

without misconceptions” (p. 1571): meaning that when the reader has little prior-knowledge of 

the feature of text structure, the reader uses more strategies to increase comprehension. The 

second experiment involved 60 participants from the same pool as the first experiment and again 

formed into two groups: misconception and nonmisconception groups. The materials and 

procedures were similar to those in the first experiment, but this time the participants “read the 

texts silently on a computer screen one sentence at a time at their own speed” (p. 1572) then 

wrote a “recall” of what they had read. Findings for this experiment provide “evidence for the 

interactive effects of readers’ prior knowledge and text structure during reading” (p. 1572). The 

researchers further conclude that “readers adjusted their processing of the text when prior 

knowledge conflicted with textual information during comprehension of the refutation texts” (p. 

1572). Further, the researcher conclude that their “study contributes to theoretical understanding 
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of the effects that reader characteristics, such as background knowledge, and text properties have 

on readers’ cognitive processes during comprehension” (p. 1573). Here the researchers focused 

on the refutation text structure. This structure is commonly used by authors of scientific texts to 

“persuade students to change prior beliefs by explicitly identifying the misconception and 

explaining the correct idea” (p. 1568). Readers that lack the prior-knowledge of the text feature, 

structure, use more strategies to assist with the construction of meaning. Thus the reader’s prior-

knowledge of the text feature of “structure” appears to impact the reader’s comprehension of 

expository texts. 

 

Text Features Instruction and Its Impact on Comprehension 

 

In addition to the impact of a textual feature itself, there is the impact of the instruction of 

how to use and read textual features. This section is about the teaching of features not just the 

features. This group of studies relate to the instruction on text features in expository texts. This 

first study is by Fisher, Frey, and Lapp (2008). In their study of how teachers use shared reading, 

Fisher, Frey, and Lapp (2008) identify four major areas of instruction, one of which is text 

features. The researchers conducted an experiment with 25 randomly selected principal-

identified “expert teachers” from 25 different schools. These participants regularly provided 

literacy instruction with shared reading and think-aloud approaches for grades 3 to 8. The 

researchers used a mixed methodology in which they observed and transcribed 75 lessons and 

conducted several interviews with the participants. The researchers used a “constant comparative 

method” (p. 449) to review the components of the shared readings. Findings indicate four major 

categories of shared reading; in order of frequency, they are teachers modeling of “their thinking 

for using comprehension, vocabulary, text structures, and text features” (p. 550). The researchers 

conclude that “there are a number of text features that readers use to determine meaning and 

importance in texts, including headings, captions, illustrations, boldface words, graphs, 

diagrams, and glossaries” (p. 554). The researchers also conclude that there is a “connection 

between reading and writing” (p. 554) in regards to using text features to produce texts. 

This next study is specifically focused on the instruction of expository writing and does 

not look into the impact of that instruction on the students’ comprehension. Meredith (1983) 

looks into the evaluation of the writing instruction for teaching expository writing, and 
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specifically “investigates a reliable scale to evaluate college-level courses in expository writing” 

(p. 956). The participants were 1311 students that were enrolled in the “expository writing 

courses/sections in the Department of English at the University of Hawaii” (p. 956). Meredeth 

(1983) developed an Expository Writing Evaluator which consisted of 16-items that were 5 

points each. The researcher administered this Expository Writing Evaluator at the end of the Fall 

semester in 1982. The participants were required to read each question and choose one of the 5 

scale items (strongly disagree to strongly agree). The researcher analyzed the data statistically. 

The range of scores was from 16- 80. The total mean score was 63.6 with a standard deviation of 

13.42. This study examined the expository writing instruction for college level courses. The 

researcher notes that “during the 1983-1984 academic year, instructional improvement 

techniques were introduced in expository writing courses. A scale has been produced to evaluate 

the effectiveness of writing instruction of expository texts.  

The next four studies in this section are related to the topic of instruction of text features 

and specifically focus on the impact of instruction on the reader’s comprehension of expository 

texts. In one study, Armbruster, Anderson, and Ostertag (1987) investigate the effects of text 

structure instruction on comprehension of expository texts. The researchers conducted an 

experiment with two groups of participants: 82 fifth-grade students from two schools in a small 

Midwestern city. The control group received workbooks with reading passages and “five 

comprehension questions” (p. 334). The experimental group received workbooks with the same 

reading passages as the control group but with “copies of problem/solution frames accompanied 

by blank lines for students to use in writing their summaries of the passage” (p. 334). 

Researchers used test materials to focus on both the learning from independent reading of a 

problem/solution passage, and the learning from whole-class discussion of a problem/solution. 

Participants received instruction over 11 consecutive school days, for 45 minutes per day. 

Participants wrote several criterion-referenced tests that included short essays and short-answer 

questions. Participants read a passage and summarized it with the text present, and then read 

another passage and wrote a summary without the text present. The participant summaries were 

evaluated for quality of writing, using the “Rating Guide for Functional Writing” (p. 339). The 

researchers note that “various forms of mixed analyses of variance with unweighted means were 

used to analyze the data” (p. 339), including ANOVA. The data analyses provides evidence to 

support the major hypothesis that instruction in a problem/solution text structure, including 
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summarization instruction, “would facilitate the formation of macrostructures meanings for text 

having that structure” (p. 343); in other words, direct instruction on the text feature of 

“structure”, specifically the problem-solution structure, “facilitates” a reader’s ability to 

construct meaning of a text.  

The second study in this group of four is also related to the instruction on the text feature 

of structure and its impact on comprehension of expository texts. Taylor (1982) investigates the 

effects of instruction focusing on text structure on fifth-grade students’ comprehension and 

memory of expository texts. In this experiment, “instruction in a hierarchical summarization 

study strategy focusing on the organization of ideas in text” (p. 323) was compared with the 

more conventional classroom procedure of answering questions after reading. The participants 

for this study consisted of 48 fifth-grade subjects from a suburban elementary school. The 

reading materials included seven passages from a fifth grade health textbook. These passages 

contained at least 800 words, at least one heading and one or more subheadings. Participants 

were grouped according to ability level and then placed into one of two groups. The 

experimental group stressed the importance of following the structure of text when reading and 

studying. These participants were trained in how to use a “hierarchical summarization task” (p. 

326), which consisted of making an outline of the “organizational structure” and writing a “main 

idea” statement “for every paragraph, subsection, and section of the text” (p. 326). The 

conventional instruction group stressed the typical instruction of answering a set of 

comprehension questions that had been developed for each passage. Both groups received one 

hour of instruction once a week for seven weeks. Data consisted of participants’ recall, 

organization, and short answers. Findings indicate that participants instructed in the hierarchical 

summarization task had recall and organization scores that were “significantly higher” (p. 338) 

than those of participants in the conventional instruction group. Taylor notes that differences in 

aspects of the classrooms such as attitude or amount of effort directed toward the treatment tasks 

may have existed and, consequently, contributed to the differences in recall that were found 

between the two groups. However, results of this investigation do suggest that instruction 

focusing on text structure “to aid students in verbalizing a macrostructure for text” (p. 338) may 

develop elementary school students' sensitivity to the organization of ideas in expository text and 

enhance their memory of the material. The instruction on the text feature of “structure” does 

appear to increase the comprehension abilities for students reading expository texts.   
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The third study into the instruction of text structure is by Berkowitz (1986). In this study, 

“two experimental methods of instructing sixth-grade students to use the organization of ideas in 

content reading” (p. 161) are compared: map-construction and map-study. Participants were 99 

sixth-grade students from a middle school in a suburb of Minneapolis. They were randomly 

assigned to one of the four instructional procedure groups: map-construction, map-study, and 

two control groups of question-answering and rereading. The experimental groups received 

instruction on either map-construction or map-study and the control groups did not. The 

participants read “nine 600 to 1000 word passages taken from an unfamiliar sixth-grade social 

studies book” (p. 167). Short-answer question tests and written free recall protocols were 

administered in four assessment conditions: “two immediate, one delayed, and one transfer 

condition” (p. 167). Assessment results were used as data that were analyzed statistically. Data 

analysis indicates that the “experimental procedure of map-construction appears to have fostered 

significantly greater free recall of textbook passages” (p. 175). The researcher concludes that 

findings suggest that instruction of “a study strategy which helps students to focus on text 

structure does facilitate greater recall than a conventional questioning procedure” (p. 175). 

Therefore, instruction on the text feature of “structure” increases a student’s comprehension of 

expository texts.  

The fourth study in this group of four is related to instruction on the text feature of 

coherence. Aidinlo, Khodamard, and Azami (2012) investigate the effect of “textual cohesive 

reference instruction” (p. 18) on the reading comprehension of Iranian English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) students. The participants were university students in Rosht, Iran, who were 

enrolled in the English as a Foreign Language Program at the Islamic Azad University. There 

were 60 participants, and their ages ranged from 23 to 26 years. The participants were divided 

into two groups: the experimental group received instruction on “cohesive references” (p. 18) 

once a week for ten weeks, and the control group did not. According to the researchers, cohesive 

references are text features that show “grammatical and/or lexical relationships between the 

different component parts of a text” (p. 19); they “allow the speaker to indicate whether 

something is being repeated from somewhere earlier in the text ... or whether it has not yet 

appeared in the text” (p. 19). Researchers administered two researcher-generated assessments 

prior to instruction, during instruction, and at a follow-up meeting one month after instruction. 

Researchers used a quantitative methodology and analyzed test data statistically using “a T- test 
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analysis” (p. 20). Analysis indicates that there was a “significant difference between the mean 

scores of the two groups” (p. 22). Researchers reject their null hypothesis of no difference 

between the two groups with “more than 95% confidence” (p. 22).  This research supports the 

use of textual cohesive reference instruction for the purpose of developing the reading 

comprehension of college students. Therefore instruction on the text feature of “coherence” 

appears to improve student’s comprehension skills.  

 

Text Features in Expository Writing 

 

This group of studies relate to the use of text features in the writing of expository texts. 

Previous studies reviewed above look at the reading of an expository text; therefore, they focus 

on using the text features to find meaning. This group of studies looks at writing expository texts, 

and using text features to convey meaning. Wright and Rosenberg (1993) investigate the text 

feature of coherence and the “coherence in expository writing of 4
th 

graders, 8
th

 graders, and 

college students” (p. 152). The researchers conducted an experiment and used writing samples 

provided from 78 participants in grades 4, 8, and undergraduate college level from “local public 

schools located in middle- and upper- class neighborhoods” (p. 137). The researchers designed a 

“sentence-identification task to assess knowledge of global coherence” (p. 137). The task 

consisted of “12 sets of sentences, typed one set to a page, with each set containing a topic 

sentence and four detail sentences” (p. 137). Across the 12 topic sets, the detail sentences were 

of three types: “unrelated to the topic, generally related, and argument related” (p. 137).The 

participants wrote three separate essays on a provided topic after they had completed a 

“sentence-identification task” (p. 137).  The researchers measured performance on the 

identification task by the total number of correct classifications. The essays were scored for 

“individual-sentence global coherence, holistic global coherence, and local coherence” (p. 238). 

The researchers used a quantitative methodology for data analysis. The researchers conclude that 

“the development of the ability to write a coherent expository essay is the result of the 

knowledge a student acquires of what constitutes a coherent expository essay” (p. 157); they 

further argue that results of this study provide implications “to guide planning and other higher 

level aspects of the composing process” (p. 157).  
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In their study, McNamara, Crossley, and McCarthy (2010) examine linguistic feature 

differences related to “cohesion and linguistic sophistication between high- and low-proficiency 

writers, as indicated by their score on an essay” (p. 65). The researchers analyzed argumentative 

essays that were written by undergraduate students at Mississippi State University. These 

participants chose one of the four writing prompts and then wrote an argumentative essay outside 

of the classroom. Using a “discriminant analysis” (p. 65) researchers determined the linguistic 

features of the essays as judged by “cohesion and language sophistication, including syntactic 

complexity, lexical diversity, and word frequency” (p. 72). The researchers conclude that 

“textual features to characterize good student writing are not aligned with those features that 

facilitate reading comprehension” (p. 76). However, essays judged to be of higher quality were 

more likely to contain “linguistic features associated with text difficulty and sophisticated 

language” (p. 76). The researchers assert that the results of this study “offer evidence that in 

order to become better writers, students may need to become familiar with and have a better 

command of a greater diversity of words, less frequent words, and more complex syntactical 

structures” (p. 75). These syntactical structures are some of the linguistic textual features of a 

text.   

A study into the use of text features in writing expository texts is by Crossley, Dempsey, 

and McNamara (2011) who provide “a linguistic model that permits the discrimination of 

paragraph types based on linguistic features” (p. 120). The researchers “examined the linguistic 

features of the texts to better understand their rhetorical functions” (p. 120). Those texts were 

argumentative essay “by college freshman composition students” (p. 120). The researchers 

analyzed the essays based on paragraph positioning: “the initial paragraph, middle paragraphs, 

and the final paragraph” (p. 121). Using a quantitative methodology, researchers analyzed “the 

linguistic features in the paragraphs and used the reported findings as the foundation for a 

statistical analysis” (p. 121). The researchers also used “human judgments of paragraph type” (p. 

122) to compare with the quantitative analysis. The researchers were exploring whether 

linguistic features could be used to distinguish essay paragraph types. Findings indicate that 

“paragraph types contain specific linguistic features that allow them to be distinguished from one 

another” (p. 135). The researchers conclude that this study provides supporting evidence for the 

division of paragraph types based on individual linguistic features and that these “features could 

be developed into teaching heuristics that would permit students to better understand the 
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rhetorical roles of paragraph types through the linguistic features contained within those 

paragraphs” (p. 136). 

 

Summary of the Review 

 

 This literature review examines the topic of types of text features and how to teach them. 

The categories resulting from an initial review of the data are text features and their role in 

expository genre, text feature and their impact on a reader, text features instruction and its impact 

on comprehension, and text features in expository writing. A total of 20 studies were found that 

address this research question. These studies serve as the data for this research study and are 

analyzed in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

Expository texts have a variety of features. Recognizing these features aids a reader in 

constructing meaning. This research addresses the question of the definition of text features and 

instructional approaches for teaching them. To answer the question about the definition, an 

examination of the varieties of text features embedded in expository texts of various formats was 

performed. A review of existing studies on instruction of these features was also conducted. This 

chapter explains the methodology used in this research synthesis. It details the process of data 

collection and analysis that produces the findings for this research synthesis.  

 

Data Collection 

 

 Data for this study are the many published research articles related to the research 

question. These articles were found by searching the leading education databases. The related 

studies on text features of expository texts have been organized and grouped into four major 

categories: text features and their roles in expository genre, text features and their impact on a 

reader, text features instruction and its impact on comprehension, and text features in expository 

writing. Analysis of these studies and categories occurs in the next section.  

 

Data Analysis 

 

 All studies were analyzed for the terms and definitions they employ that related to the 

various features of expository texts. Findings for these features indicate that a primary type of 

text feature is visual features: those features that are instantly visible on the page. One type of 

visible visual feature is signaling devices (such as headings, preview or summarizing statements, 

pointer expressions, and topic overviews that include, tables of contents and advance organizers) 

(Lorch, Lemarie, & Grant, 2011; Fisher, Frey, & Lapp, 2008; Naumann, Richter, Flender, 

Christmann, & Groeben, 2007). Other types of visual features of a text appear to be universal 

attributes (such as number and spacing of lines per page) (Klink & Keininger, 2000), interest 

components (such as captions, illustrations, charts, tables, diagrams, indexes, graphs) (Fisher, 

Frey, & Lapp, 2008), and typographical features including font information (such as style, size, 
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boldface, or italicized format) (Harman, Anderson, Pearson & Nagy, 1987; Klink & Keininger, 

2000; Fisher, Frey & Lapp, 2008). These identified features appear to be consistent with the 

features that are explained by Bluestein (2010). The “external features” explained by Bluestein 

(2010) appear to be similar to the “visual features” discovered in this review.  

 Findings regarding identification also indicate that a text feature is non-visual features: 

those features that are embedded in the major body of texts or more specifically in the actual 

words on the page. These features are sometimes referred to as textual information or text 

patterns. Types of non-visual features include structure and rhetoric (Yeung, 2007; Englret & 

Heibert, 1984; Kendeou & Van Den Broek, 2007, Armbruster, Anderson, & Ostertag, 1987), 

coherence (McNamara, Kintsch, Songer, & Kintch, 1996; Freebody & Anderson, 1983; 

McNamara, Crossley, & McCarthy, 2010; Wright & Rosenberg, 1993), and lexical and 

grammatical content (Klink & Keininger, 2000; Yeung, 2007; McNamara, Crossley, & 

McCarthy, 2010; Aidinlo, Khondamard, & Azami, 2012). Lexical and grammatical content may 

be further divided to include semantic, syntactic, and linguistic content (Foorman, Francis, 

Davidson, Harm, & Griffin, 2004; McNamara, Dempsey, & McNamara, 2011; McNamara, 

Crossley, & McCarthy, 2010). For online texts, one non-visual feature is “click-counts” (a record 

of times viewed) (Jeon, Croft, Lee, & Park, 2006). Figure 1 provides a summary of identified 

text features.    
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Figure 1: Types of Features of Expository Texts  

Primary Feature Type of Features Source 

Visual Features 

Signaling Devices  

 --headings, preview or summarizing  

    statements, pointer expressions,  

    topic overviews (tables of contents,  

                                advance organizers)  

Lorch, Lemarie, & Grant (2011) 

Fisher, Frey, & Lapp (2008) 

Naumann, Richter, Flender,  

  Christmann, & Groeben (2007) 

Universal Attributes  

 -- number and spacing of lines per page 
Klink & Keininger (2000)  

Interest Components  

 -- captions, illustrations, charts, tables,  

    diagrams, indexes, graphs 

Fisher, Frey, & Lapp (2008) 

Typographical Features  

 -- font information (such as style, size, 

      boldface, or italicized format) 

Harman, et al.,  (1987)  

Klink & Keininger (2000)   

Fisher, Frey, & Lapp (2008)  

Non-Visual 

Features 

 
textual information 

or 

text pattern 

Structure and Rhetoric    

Yeung (2007)  

Englert & Hiebert (1984) 

Kendeou & VanDenBroek (2007) 

Armbruster, Anderson, &  

    Ostertag (1987) 

Coherence  

McNamara, et al., (1996)  

Freebody & Anderson (1983) 

McNamara, et al., (2010)  

Wright & Rosenberg (1993)  

Lexical and Grammatical Content  

    --  semantic content  

    --  syntactic content  

    --  linguistic content  

Klink & Keininger (2000)  

Yeung (2007)  

McNamara, et al., (2010)  

Aidinlo, et al., (2012)   

Foorman, et al.,  (2004) 

McNamara, et al., (2011)  

“Click Counts” -- for online texts  Jeon, Croft, Lee, & Park (2006) 

 

In addition to analysis procedures that examined for feature identity, data analysis also 

involves review and analysis of the studies in each review group to find patterns, connections, or 

similarities. Studies are also reviewed for their research question, research design and 

methodology, and the type of participants. The initial collection of data revealed four groups of 

studies. For the first group on text features and their roles in expository genre, a synthesis of the 

findings from each of the studies indicates each expository genre has its own characteristic text 

features. The role of each feature appears to be to carry a certain intended impact on a reader. 

For the second group on text features and their impact on a reader, seven studies were 

found. The specific text features studied are coherence (McNamara, Kintsh, Songer, & Kintch, 

1996; Freebody & Anderson, 1983), structure (Englert & Hiebert, 1984; Kendeou & Van Den 

Broek, 2007), which was found to have two types (Englert & Hiebert, 1984), signaling devices 
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(Naumann, Richter, Flender, Christmann, & Groeben, 2007; Lorch, Lemarie, & Grant, 2011), 

and surface features (Harman, Anderson, Pearson, and Nagy, 1987). The impact of coherence on 

a reader is found to be helping the reader with organizing and recalling information, but appears 

to have no significant effects for vocabulary development (McNamara, Kintsh, Songer, & 

Kintch, 1996; Freebody & Anderson, 1983). The impact of text structure was found to be 

somewhat dependent upon a reader’s prior-knowledge of types of structures (Kendeou & Van 

Den Broek, 2007). The signaling devices of linear texts and in hypertexts facilitate 

comprehension processes and promote the organization, selection, and integration of the to-be-

learned information (Lorch, Lemarie, & Grant, 2011; Naumann, Richter, Flender, Christmann, & 

Groeben, 2007).  

 

Figure 2: Visual Features and Their Contribution to Text Meaning 

Feature Contribution to Text Meaning 

Table of Contents 

Presents main topics of the text; also provides an outline to guide reader 

understanding of the text, to activate reader prior-knowledge, and to 

notice how the information is organized   

Index 
Provides a detailed list of all topics, concepts or information contained in 

the text  

Glossary 
Provides a ready list of key terms and their definitions that are helpful 

for understanding the content of the text as a whole  

Timeline Organizes information in a linear chronological fashion  

Caption  

(for photograph) 

Provides written explanation often describing or building on the 

information conveyed in the photograph  

Chart, map, or graph Provides a visual representation of the information within the text  

Heading 

Subheading 
Indicates main topic or main idea of the section that follows  

Bold or Italics  

of words or phrases 

Highlights key words either for their definition or their use in the 

sentence; also sometimes serves as a signal to direct reader to glossary 

Summary Statement 
Functions similar to Heading but provides more detail of the main ideas 

and written in sentence form 
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All of the studies in this group text features and their impact on a reader involved participant 

from middle school through the college level, and one study had both six graders and third 

graders (Englert & Hieber, 1984). This range of participants may limit the applicability of these 

findings to only adolescent readers, those with sufficient cognitive development to process 

abstract concepts.  

For the third group on text features instruction and its impact on comprehension, five 

studies were found. The features for which research on their instruction was found are visual 

features (Fisher, Frey, & Lapp, 2008), text structure (Armbruster, Anderson, & Ostertag, 1987; 

Taylor, 1982; Armbruster, Anderson, & Ostertag, 1987) and coherence (Aidinlo, Khodamard, & 

Azami, 2012). The instructional approaches examined are “shared reading and think-aloud” 

(Fisher, Frey, & Lapp, 2008), summarization instruction in which students write a summary, 

write an outline with main idea statements, or construct a map (Armbruster, Anderson, & 

Ostertag, 1987; Taylor, 1982; Berkowitz, 1986), and text cohesive reference instruction (Aidinlo, 

Khodamard, & Azami, 2012). Other instructional strategies that have been developed for 

teaching text features include “text feature walks” (Kelly & Clausen-Grace, 2010), “text maps” 

(Spencer, 2003), and a variety of approaches to teaching text features to struggling readers 

(Bluestein, 2010). Figure 3 provides a summary of text feature instructional strategies.   

 

Figure 3: Text Feature Instructional Strategies (Research-Based) 

Feature Type Instructional Strategy Source 

Visual 

Shared Reading   and  Think-aloud   Fisher, Frey, & Lapp (2008) 

Text Feature Walks    Kelly & Clausen-Grace  (2010) 

Text Maps      Spencer (2003)  

Non-visual 

Coherence 
Textual Cohesive Reference Instruction   

Aidinlo, Khodamard, & Azami  

  (2012)  

Non-visual 

Structure 

Hierarchical Summarization   Taylor (1982)  

Map-Construction    Berkowitz (1986) 

 

For the fourth group on text features in expository writing, three articles were found. All 

three focused on the linguistic features that distinguish high-quality writing from low-quality 

writing. The text features studied are coherence (Rosenburg, 1993; McNamara, Crossley, & 

McCarthy, 2010) and rhetoric (Crossley, Dempsey, & McNamara, 2011). Knowledge of a 
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coherent essay results in the development of the ability to write a coherent essay (Rosenburg, 

1993). The linguistic features associated with “good” student writing are not aligned with those 

features that facilitate reading comprehension (McNamara, Crossley, & McCarthy, 2010). The 

linguistic features within paragraphs are used to distinguish one type of paragraph from another 

(Crossley, Dempsey, & McNamara, 2011). 

A synthesis of the above findings for each group provides some clear findings for this 

research as a whole. The first and major finding is an extensive categorized list of features of 

expository texts. The two main categories or primary types of features are visual and non-visual 

features, with specific features listed in Figure 2 above. These various features have a specific 

role in expository texts as related to the genre (Foorman, Francis, Davidson, Harn, &, Griffin, 

2004; Yeung, 2007; Lorch, Lemarie, & Grant, 2011). The second finding is that various features 

have an impact on the reader (McNamara, Kintsch, Songer, & Kintsch, 1996; Englert & Hiebert, 

1984), while a reader’s prior-knowledge of the text features also appears to impact a reader’s 

usage of the features to make meaning from expository texts (Kendeou & Van Den Broek, 

2007). This concept leads to the finding that direct instruction on the features of expository texts 

(separate from instruction on the content of texts) appears likely to have a positive impact on a 

reader’s close reading and comprehension of expository texts (Fisher, Frey, & Lapp, 2008; 

Aidinlo, Khonamard, & Azami, 2012; Armbruster, Anderson, & Ostertag, 1987; Taylor, 1982; 

Berkowitz, 1996; Kendeou & Van Den Broek, 2007). Another finding is the relationship 

between knowledge of text features for reading and the use of text features when writing 

expository texts (Fisher, Frey, & Lapp, 2008). This relationship indicates that explicit writing of 

features in expository texts appears to be the most appropriate instructional approach for 

teaching students to distinguish between the various features of expository texts (McNamara, 

Kintsch, Songer, & Kintsch, 1996; Crossly, Dempsey, & McNamara, 2011; Fisher, Frey, & 

Lapp, 2008).  
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Chapter 4: Results and Application 

 

Results of the Review 

 

This research study is a synthesis of research to address the question of the identification 

of text features of expository texts and of instructional approaches for teaching them. After 

analysis, several findings have emerged. The first and major finding is an extensive categorized 

list of features of expository texts. The two main categories are visual and non-visual features. 

The visual category refers to features that are instantly visible on the page; specific features in 

this category have been found to include signaling devices, universal attributes, interest 

components, and typographical information. The non-visual category refers to those features that 

are embedded in the major body of texts or more specifically in the actual words on the page; 

and have been found to include structure, rhetoric, coherence, and lexical and grammatical 

content which is further divided to include semantic, synthetic, and linguistic content. These 

various features have a specific role in expository texts as related to the genre. The second 

finding is that various features have an impact on the reader, while a reader’s prior-knowledge of 

the text features also appears to impact a reader’s usage of the features to make meaning from 

expository texts. This concept leads to the finding that direct instruction on the features of 

expository texts (separate from instruction on the content of texts) appears likely to have a 

positive impact on a reader’s close reading and comprehension of expository texts. Another 

finding is the relationship between knowledge of text features for reading and the use of text 

features when writing expository texts. This relationship indicates that explicit writing of 

features in expository texts appears to be the most appropriate instructional approach for 

teaching students to distinguish between the various features of expository texts. The remainder 

of this chapter applies these findings to a professional development project for teachers across 

grade levels and content areas. 

 

Application of Results to a Professional Development Project 

 

The findings from this research synthesis represent new knowledge on the topic of 

features of expository texts. This knowledge has direct application to teacher practice in the 
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classroom. The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) calls for more complex texts and close 

reading of these texts. Teachers across the grade-levels of K-12 and content areas are likely to 

benefit from the new knowledge generated from this literature review and synthesis. This 

information may help teachers realize the types of features in expository texts and may influence 

teacher practice. Students are likely to benefit when their teachers explicitly teach them how to 

use text features to comprehend and write expository texts. Therefore these research findings will 

be disseminated to classroom teachers through a professional development project. The content 

of this professional development will include information on the variety of features of expository 

texts. The two major categories of features, visual and non-visual, will be presented using the 

work of Bluestein (2010) who has explained how these “visual features” are used by readers to 

increase comprehension. The content of this professional development will also include a 

modeling of the most impactful instructional strategy for teaching the visual features (headings, 

charts, graphs, captions etc.). For this professional development, the acronym SUIT (signals, 

universal attributes, interest components, typographical information) has been created to assist 

teachers (and students) in remembering the visual features of expository texts. Teachers may 

implement the SUIT approach in the classroom to teach students to distinguish between the 

features and not only to use the features to find meaning from expository texts, but also how to 

use features to convey meaning when writing their own expository texts. This information will 

be presented to teachers through a professional development literacy coaching video.  

 

Design of Professional Development Project 

 

 The design for the professional development is a literacy coaching video. This format 

was chosen because the production and distribution of a video is relatively inexpensive and time-

efficient. The video will be accessible online through the internet or in the form of a DVD. 

Teachers can view this video and participate in this professional development at a time and place 

that is convenient for them. Within the video format, the design of the professional development 

has two parts. The first half of the video is devoted to coaching teachers on the two major 

categories of expository text features, visual and non-visual, and on the various specific visual 

features, their role in expository texts and impact on readers. Charts and examples provide 

images and explanations of the features. The second half of the literacy coaching video is 
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devoted to demonstrating and modeling the SUIT approach which is an instructional strategy that 

involves writing the visual features of traditional and/or digital expository texts.  

 

Literacy coaching video goals and objectives. 

 

The goals of this literacy coaching video are to make teachers aware of the two categories 

of text features, visual and non-visual, of instructional strategies to teach these features and the 

benefits of doing so, and to have teachers employ these ideas and strategies in their own 

teaching. The first objective is that teachers will understand the difference between the categories 

of visual and non-visual features and some of the specific features found in each category. The 

second objective or learning outcome is to have teachers understand the various visual features 

and their roles in expository texts. The third objective is to have teachers gain the skill of 

consciously using visual features to aid in comprehension by locating and determining important 

information in expository texts. The fourth objective is for teachers to use the SUIT approach to 

teach their students to distinguish between the visual text features by writing them.  

 

Proposed audience and location. 

  

The proposed audience for this literacy coaching video is classroom teachers. Teachers 

from across the grade-levels of K-12 and content areas are likely to benefit from this 

information. New York State teachers are required by the Common Core Standards to teach text 

features of complex and expository texts, and students are required to know and use these 

features to locate information and make meaning from expository texts. Therefore, the explicit 

instruction of these “visual features” and of the instructional approach to teaching them will help 

K-12 teachers provide instruction that meets the state mandate. There is no designated in-person 

physical location for this literacy coaching. Instead this coaching video allows teachers to 

participate in the professional development at the time and place most convenient and 

individualized for them. Teachers can access this video simply by visiting the Teacher Tube 

Website and watching the video.  
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Proposed video format and activities.  

  

The format of this proposed literacy coaching is a video that consists of visual aids and 

voice-overs of the important information. In essence, this video is an expository text in digital 

form, and will therefore contain many of the text features being taught. The visual features of 

music and color will add to the meaning of the information content in the video. Modeling of the 

SUIT approach to teaching the visual features will be the primary instructional method. Prompts 

embedded in the video will provide time for viewers to reflect (think about) and practice using 

the visual features to determine the important concepts and themes presented in the video. Charts 

and visual feature templates for writing will be available for use in the classroom. The video will 

also offer directions for evaluation of the professional development and for submitting their 

questions, concerns or success stories. The specific format of the video is as follows:  

 

Introduce topic and rationale for this professional development  

Present features by introducing terms such as visual, non-visual, logical units, 

 and by showing text features chart and examples of each in a context 

Explain how readers use these features during reading; show visual features chart 

Model using an online expository text to teach students the visual features by writing 

them – show visual feature reading and writing outline (SUIT approach)  

Explain how to assess students’ knowledge and usage of the features with SUIT  

Conclude by thanking viewers and asking for evaluation and feedback  

 

Proposed resources for literacy coaching video. 

 

The proposed resources for this literacy coaching video are minimal. The materials to 

create the video include a video recorder, voice recorder, Windows Movie Maker (computer 

software to produce videos) and a quiet space to record the video. More tangible resources are 

the charts (from Data Analysis section) re-designed as handouts to assist in organizing the video 

information content. An additional resource is the SUIT Reading and Writing Template (see 

Appendix A). The charts and template will be shown in the video and available in paper or pdf 

format to viewers upon request.  



 FEATURES  p  34 

 

Proposed evaluation of literacy coaching video. 

 

The proposed evaluation of this literacy coaching is the evaluation survey, feedback and 

experiences provided by the teachers who view this video. The video will encourage teachers to 

try these teaching strategies, and to actually implement this instructional approach in their 

classroom. The video will also encourage the viewers to then share their experiences and insights 

personally with other teachers or with this researcher via the email address provided in the video. 

Viewers will also be asked to go Survey Monkey and complete a survey evaluating this 

professional development experience (see Appendix B). The survey asks teachers to comment on 

how well they feel they met each of the ILOs and to express their opinions, comments and 

concerns about this professional development video.  

 

Professional Development Ties to Professional Standards 

 

 This literacy coaching video is aligned with the International Reading Association (IRA) 

Standards for Reading Professionals (2010). The information presented in this coaching video 

aligns with the IRA Standards 1, 2, 3, and 6 for classroom teachers. Standard 1 requires 

classroom teachers to “have knowledge of the foundations of reading and writing processes and 

instruction” (p. 1), to know foundational theories related to practices and materials they use in 

their classroom. Watching this professional development video provides teachers with some 

research regarding the features of expository texts and on the instruction of them with 

“contemporary reading methods and materials” (p.1). Standard 2 requires teachers to “use a wide 

range of instructional practices, approaches, methods, and curriculum materials to support 

reading and writing instruction” (p. 1), including technology-based practices. Watching this 

professional development video provides teachers with a research and technology-based 

approach to teaching text features of expository texts by writing them, and it provides 

information on how to use a wide variety of traditional print, digital, and online resources. 

Standard 3 requires teachers to “use a variety of assessment tools and practices to plan and 

evaluate effective reading instruction” (p. 2). This professional development video provides 

teachers with the SUIT template, which can serve as an informal assessment for determining 

student learning of text visual features. Using the informal assessment presented in this video 



 FEATURES  p  35 

 

provides teachers with a means to identify students’ proficiencies and difficulties with using text 

features to make meaning from expository texts. Standard 6 requires teachers to engage in life-

long learning and professional development; making the personal choice to watch this video 

evidences the teacher’s commitment to their own life-long learning and contributes to their 

professional growth.  

This literacy coaching video also aligns with the New York State Common Core 

Standards because it enables teachers to meet the instructional demands required by the Common 

Core. These CCSS call for instruction focused on the close reading of complex texts. The 

standards for informational texts require students to know and use text features to locate 

information and to make meaning from expository texts. This professional development video 

provides teachers with a knowledge-base of the text features of expository texts and provides 

them with an instructional approach to teaching students the various text features. The video 

further aligns with the New York State Education Department’s Annual Professional 

Performance Review (APPR) because it provides teachers with knowledge and instructional 

practices to assist in preparing students for state assessments and in implementing the Student 

Learning Objectives (SLOs). These state assessments and SLOs play a role in the New York 

State Teacher and Principal Evaluation system. Therefore, the teachers that apply the type of 

instruction supported by this research are likely to improve their students’ comprehension and 

close reading performance, ultimately increasing the likeness of meeting APPR requirements.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion 

 

Overview of Study and Findings 

 

Although the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for expository texts call for 

Kindergarten to grade 12 students to know and use various text features of expository texts, 

beyond the few examples listed in the Standards, the concept of “text features” remains vague 

and undefined. This lack of clarity creates the problem of how students could be taught to 

distinguish between features when the features themselves are not well defined. One question 

that addresses this problem is, what definition of text features can be determined from an 

examination of the varieties of text features embedded in expository texts of various formats, and 

what are some research-based instructional approaches for teaching those features? To answer 

this question, a synthesis of existing research on text features and instruction of these features 

was also conducted. One major finding is the resulting extensive categorized list of features of 

expository texts grouped into the two categories of visual and non-visual features. Another 

finding is that these various features each have a specific role in expository texts as related to the 

text genre. The synthesis also finds that various features have an impact on the reader, and a 

reader’s prior-knowledge of text features appears to impact a reader’s usage of the features to 

make meaning from expository texts. As for instructional methods, this synthesis finds that direct 

instruction on the features of expository texts (separate from instruction on the content of texts) 

appears likely to have a positive impact on a reader’s close reading and comprehension of 

expository texts. The relationship between knowledge of text features for reading and the use of 

text features when writing expository texts supports the instructional method of explicit writing 

of features in expository texts as the most appropriate instructional approach for teaching 

students to distinguish between the various features of expository texts.  

 

Significance of the Findings 

  

 The findings from this research are significant to classroom teacher practice because they 

provide teachers with a list of text features to teach their students, which is important because 

students in New York state are required to know and use text features of complex and expository 
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texts during close reading. Findings also provide classroom teachers with ideas for shaping their 

instructional practices to not only explicitly teach text features of expository texts, but to also 

explicitly teach students to use these features to make meaning from and to convey meaning 

during writing of expository texts. These findings are significant to the field of literacy generally 

because they provide information on the visual features of expository texts and on instructional 

approaches to teaching these features by writing them, thereby providing educators with a new 

instructional approach to assist students in using visual information to make meaning from and to 

convey meaning when writing expository texts. 

 

Limitations of the Findings 

 

Although the research has shown that the text features of expository texts have an impact 

on the reader’s ability to comprehend expository texts, a reader’s prior-knowledge of the text 

features also appears to impact a reader’s usage of the features as a strategy for making meaning 

from expository texts. There are, however, a few limitations to these findings. One is the small 

number of studies that specifically address textual features, their function and impact. Another 

limitation is the age range of participants in the existing studies: all but one study involved 

adolescents in middle school and college. There is no supporting evidence that these skills or 

instructional approaches are transferable to elementary level students.  

 

Conclusion: Answer to the Research Question  

 

 The research question formulated for this thesis research project is, what definition of text 

features can be determined from an examination of the varieties of text features embedded in 

expository texts, and what are some research-based instructional approaches for teaching those 

features? To answer the question, an extensive review of literature related to the text features of 

expository texts and teaching the features of expository texts was conducted. Several findings 

have emerged based on an analysis and synthesis of the literature reviewed: first is, an extensive 

list of features of expository texts, second is that, those features have an impact on the reader 

whose prior-knowledge of the features also impacts the reader’s comprehension and close 

reading performance, and third, explicit instruction on the text features of expository texts 
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through the explicit writing of them appears to be the most appropriate instructional approach for 

teaching students to distinguish between these various features.  

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 

Even though the results of this research study yield several findings connected to the text 

features of expository texts, the features’ actual impact on the reader and strategies for teaching 

these features seem to be areas where extensive research is lacking. Therefore, one 

recommendation for future is to explore, the impact of the visual text feature knowledge on 

readers’ comprehension of expository texts. The limitations of the findings of this thesis also 

reveal that there is little existing research on the instruction which focuses on the visual features 

of expository texts. Future research on the impact of the explicit instruction of the visual features 

of expository texts, especially for elementary grade levels, could be conducted so that educators 

could add to their repertoire of strategies that promote the use of text features to locate and make 

meaning from expository texts.  
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Appendix A: SUIT Reading and Writing Template 

Look until you see the features. What do they tell you?  

 

Signals  
Headings, topic overviews, 

preview or summarizing 

statements, pointer 

expressions, and topic 

overviews, such as tables of 

contents or advance 

organizers, indexes, and 

timelines 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Universal attributes  
How many logical units and 

how many blocks in each 

logical unit? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interest components 
Captions, illustrations, graphs, 

and diagrams 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Typographical clues 
Boldface or italic words 

Style, size, and color 
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Appendix B: Literacy Coaching Video Evaluation 

  

 

Please evaluate this professional development by commenting on how well the intended 

learning objectives (ILO) were met.  

 

1. What are the two categories of text features of expository texts and some specific 

features for each category?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Complete the chart below: write in three visual features, the role it plays in the text, 

and how it can be used to aid in the comprehension of expository texts   

 

Visual Feature  What Role does it play? How can it be used?  

   

   

   

 

3. How well did this coaching video prepare you to implement the SUIT approach in 

your classroom? 

 

 

 

 

 

4. How effective was this coaching video? What improvements can be made to make it 

more useful?  
 




