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Series Editors’ Preface

The RELC Portfolio Series consists of short practical resource
booklets for ESL/EFL teachers. Booklets in the series have the
following characteristics:

They are practical and techniques-oriented.
They are written in an accessible, non-academic style.
They focus on both principles and procedures.

Titles in the series provide teachers with practical ways of
applying new ideas in their own teaching. In addition, they could
be used as the basis for workshops and in-service courses and
can also be combined in different ways according to needs.

Mary Lee Field’s booklet Text Features and Reading Com-
prehension discusses how text features enhance text compre-
hensibility and how readers can utilise these features to aid
comprehension. In this booklet, Field shows how teachers can
help learners exploit text features at the different stages of read-
ing (pre-, while- and post-reading stages) to process textual in-
formation more effectively. The booklet will be a valuable re-
source for teachers, teacher trainers and other language profes-
sionals who are interested in helping second/foreign language
learners become better and independent readers.

We are grateful to the contributors to the RELC Portfolio
Series for sharing their expertise with other teachers and teach-
ers in training. Their willingness to do so without compensation
has made it possible to publish these booklets at a price that is
affordable to language teachers in the SEAMEOQ countries.

Willy A. Renandya
Jack C. Richards
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Introduction

Text features are familiar parts of our everyday experience. We
see them in newspapers, magazines, advertisements, textbooks,
and on the internet. They used to be the special province of pub-
lishers and artists, but with the spread of personal computers
they have become everyday items that we manipulate in memos,
letters, e-mails, flyers, and dozens of other written texts. We use
text features because we want to make a text more readable,
emphasize certain points, influence the readers’ processing of
the text, and probably to flaunt our computer literacy! In so far
as text features enhance the text, they also serve as aids to reading.

Chapter 1 of this booklet explains and illustrates the role of
text features in the reading process. Some text features help us
predict what will come next; some help us quickly grasp the
main point of a section; some provide graphic illustrations of
examples or ideas. These examples of text features illustrate for
teachers how much we depend on such devices in our native
language reading. Chapter 2 explains how to use text features
while reading in a second language, and how our skill at using
text features can be transferred to L2 texts as well.

Chapter 3 illustrates the use of text features in L2 “before
reading” tasks — how they can help us make predictions, visualize,
understand the main idea, activate background knowledge, and
prepare for reading an L2 text. The next chapter illustrates the
role of text features as an aid to comprehension monitoring “while
reading” in L2. Text features are especially powerful in the dur-
ing-reading process because they may provide a framework, a
visualization tool, or a monitoring device for making sure that
we understand what we are reading.



Chapter 5 gives teachers exercises and illustrations for using
text features for review and summary after reading. While many
reading texts provide (often endless) comprehension questions
and grammar exercises, few use the naturally occurring element
of text features to guide students through a complete review of a
reading text. Making students more conscious of text features,
what they are and how they aid our reading comprehension, is
another step toward developing students’ reading in a second
language — moving them closer and closer to the behaviours
they have when reading in a native language.

Throughout this booklet are sample readings rich in text
features, accompanied by exercises for classroom teachers to
use with their students. Each text and exercise is selected to make
clear the power of text features as an aid to reading comprehension.

Mary Lee Field
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hat Are Text
atures?

to reading comprehension, we must understand exactly
what they are. A basic definition would go like this:
changes made to printed materials that provide visual aspects
different from standard print type'. The letter “b” at the beginning
of this paragraph is enlarged, takes up more than one line of text
space, and draws attention to itself. By inserting a darker, larger,
more emphatic letter “b” the printer/author/editor has inserted a
text feature. This kind of text feature is often used (as it is here)
to mark the beginning of a chapter. On this level, text features
include changes such as the following:
e Bold, underline, italics
e Different font types
e Different font Sizes

B efore we can explore the value of text features as an aid

All readers are familiar with these text features because they are
used extensively in newspapers, magazines, advertisements, and
dozens of other printed materials.

Text features, however, include much more than print size
and appearance. They include the addition of other visual features
to a printed page such as the following?:

Pictures

Graphs _

Charts — including pie charts, bar charts, 3-dimensional charts
Sidebars

Lines

Boxes

Ilustrations

Tables

Graphics

Colours
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Even naming all the kinds of text features is a difficult task
because editors, graphic designers, artists, and others concerned
with printing materials are constantly finding new ways to make
texts more visually dynamic and interesting. They create new
fonts, design new graphics, and conduct market research to see
what appeals to readers in order to change the text features
accordingly. In addition, cultural values have an influence on
the use of text features in different languages. Some symbols —
such as the crossed lines called a “swastika” — in North America
have unpleasant connotations and would not be used in many
contexts. Other popular images, like animation characters so
popular in Japan, are only used for children’s materials in North
America. As text features have become more common, printers
develop bolder ones to catch our attention. Most people who
own personal computers or word processors experiment with
text features. They play with sizes of type, charts, types of fonts,
text boxes, and various other features, just as you see in this
book. As teachers of reading, both in first (L1') and second
languages (L.2%), we can help our students read more efficiently
through the awareness and use of text features.

TEXT FEATURES IN NATIVE LANGUAGE’ READING

The teacher’s first task is to become more conscious of text
features and how they are used in our native languages. How do
our L1 newspapers, for example, use text features?

Becoming Conscious of Text Features

. Examine the front pages of two newspapers written in your
- native language. Select papers that are different in their
’3 general audiences, political orientation, level, etc.(e.g. a
sports news weekly and a serious, perhaps conservative, |
newspaper that reports local, national and international |
news). How do these two front pages look? Do they have
similar size headlines? Pictures? Graphics? Make lists of

[
R
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all the text features you can find on both pages. Save them 1
for a later task. 5

i

}

Increasing awareness of the nature and frequency of text
features is crucial to your ability to help students use them as an
aid to reading comprehension. In our native language reading
we are often unconscious of the ways that text features influence
our reading and our comprehension. Becoming conscious means
recognizing when a text feature (such as a headline or a picture):
e Influenced our decision to read, or not to read, a given article
e Activated our background knowledge on a topic
e Led us to formulate a prediction about the information to

follow
e Organized a set of ideas, clarified a concept, or confirmed

our comprehension of the main idea

Whatever case, the words or the pictures had some influence on
you. What was it? Why?

The Influence of Text Features f-
- Look again at the headlines you examined in Task 1.1. Which |
~ article would you select to read first from each paper? Why? ‘
How did the text feature influence your decision?

FUNCTIONS OF TEXT FEATURES (R B T ORIE
| WAL, H5
Text features serve a variety of purposes. The overall function | #MEARREA 4.
of making the text more accessible visually can be partitioned e
into several more specific functions. While this book cannot
address all of the possible specific functions, an examination of
the major ones will serve as a foundation for teachers to build
upon.
Eight major functions of Text Features include the following:
e Activate background knowledge

What Are Text Features? 3
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Outline main and subordinate points in the text
Synthesize information

Emphasize key points

Organize items into a list

Provide visual reinforcement for a point

Explain a concept visually in a picture, graph, chart
Present supplementary information

Present a summary of main points

The illustrations below provide examples of each of these

eight functions.

1

. Activate background knowledge

One of the quickest ways to survey a chapter or article is to
preview the headings and subheadings it contains. Examine the
list of headings and subheadings below from an article entitled
“Teacher Codeswitching' in the EFL Classroom.”

Example: Headings and subheadings

Teacher Codeswitching in the EFL Classroom
Research on Codeswitching
Research Questions
Method
Subjects
Procedures
Transcription and Analysis of the Data
Results and Discussion
Types of codeswitching
Examples 1 through 6
Codeswitching “Triggers”
Verbal indicators of “negative responsiveness”
Examples 7 through 11
Effects of Codeswitching
Examples 12 and 13
Conclusion
(Hosoda, 2000: 69-93)

=
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The headings and subheadings in the above illustration

present a familiar pattern, typical of research articles in English oy
language teaching, linguistics, second language acquisition', and 1.%=#% 3 #: #&AfM
other related fields. A quick glance at these text features tells the =~ &¥#& % F=#EF X
reader how the article is organized and where to find the most ~ *M#7¥#il4,
important information. The same glance activates background
knowledge about this kind of organization and about the topic.
Anyone who has heard the word “codeswitching” will
immediately be able to bring to mind some background
knowledge about this topic. The more we know about a topic,
the more we can coil up before we begin to read. “Teacher
codeswitching” is an even more specific phrase, and we can
guess that the article will address how/why/when teachers engage
in codeswitching.

2. Outline main and subordinate points in the text
The article on teacher codeswitching is written at a rather high
level, and it includes a lot of material. These headings/
subheadings, however, identify its main sections and have done
the job of outlining the text for us. Studying this outline
constitutes a valuable pre-reading activity. From it the reader
can recognize the organization of a scientific article that follows
the established sequence of reviewing literature, formulating
research questions, explaining the method used, and then
discussing examples from the study.

3. Synthesize information
In another example we see how a chart can synthesize
information and put it into a format that is easy to understand.

Example: Text features that synthesize information

The polysemy of wing in English, French and Russian

English French Russian

i
i
i

Wing of an aeroplane v v v
Wing of a building v v v
X

Wing of a stage

What Are Text Features? 5



Wing of a political party v X v
Flank (of an army) X v v
Position in football v X X
Blade (of a propeller) X v X
(Ward & Renandya, 1999: 154)

This chart makes systematic and visually clear points about
words and provides a quick comparison and contrast of the usages
that would be hard to explain in a linear prose description. We
are quite familiar with such charts in L1 reading, but their
usefulness in prediction, understanding key points, visualizing,
and seeing contrasts is also an aid to L1 comprehension. If we
are conscious of these features, we can use them in L2 also.

4. Emphasize key points

Using darkened (bold) letters, italics, larger type or different-
looking fonts is another way to emphasize key ideas or main
points. In the following list, the author has put key concepts into
“bold” letters. The reader can hardly avoid focusing on the
darkened works and seeing them as the key points in the reading.

Example: Text features to emphasize key points

1. Respect — the understander has respect for the speaker’s |
decisions and opinions, and must be non-judgmental. v

2. Empathy — the understander attempts to see things
through the speaker’s eyes. .

3. Honesty — the understander has genuine respect and |
empathy (not pretending) in order to help the speaker |
develop.

(Ward & Renandya, 1999: 25) |

5. Organize items into a list
In dense academic texts, a writer often tries to present or to

6  Tewt Features and Reading Comprehension



