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Reading and comprehending non-fiction requires some different strategies to reading fiction texts. Reading
fiction is often more linear, beginning at the beginning and reading until the end. Non-fiction texts,
including on-line texts, tend to be read in a non-linear fashion. Knowing the structure and features of nonfiction texts helps readers to make meaning of the text and to focus their attention on the relevant
aspects.





Firstly readers need to decide on the purpose for reading a particular text. This enables readers to
determine the importance of the material. Knowing the purpose helps readers decide what
information and ideas are the most important to remember and learn.
Activating prior knowledge about the topic enables the brain to connect new information to preexisting information.
Previewing the text through skimming and scanning pictures, graphs, bold font, heading, captions,
etc prepares the brain for specific types of information.
During reading, breaking the text into small chunks, slowing down and re-reading are helpful
strategies, re-read.
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All of the comprehension strategies are relevant for non-fiction texts:
 Making Connections
 Questioning
 Inferring
 Visualising
 Determining Importance
 Summarising
 Synthesising
Booklets about these strategies have previously been written and are available on the Northern Adelaide
website. However, it is the intention of this document, to expand upon the strategies that are particularly
relevant for non-fiction texts.
Aspects of non-fiction such as:
 Non-fiction text types (e.g. persuasive text, report, procedure etc)
 Non-fiction text features (e.g. captions, headings, photographs etc.)
 Non-fiction text structures (e.g. compare & contrast, sequence, cause & effect etc)
 Content
 Vocabulary
are all relevant for comprehension of non-fiction texts.

Fiction and Non-Fiction Texts
In general, fiction and non-fiction texts can be identified based upon a number of features. It is useful to
provide students with the opportunity to compare examples of fiction and non-fiction texts on the same
topic. For example, students could read and compare “The Three Bears” with a factual text about bears.
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Features of Non-Fiction texts
The following is a list of common features and their purposes. Your class context will determine the
number and order in which you will teach them.












Labels help the reader understand the small parts of a picture.
Photographs help the reader see what the real topic looks like.
Captions help the reader understand what they are looking at in a picture.
Comparisons help the reader compare the item to something they are already familiar with.
Cross Sections help the reader see what something looks like from the inside.
Maps help the reader know where something is located in the world.
Types of Print help the reader know that the word or words are important.
Close-Ups help the reader see what something looks like from up close.
Tables of Contents help the reader know how the book is organized.
Indexes help the reader find specific information in a book.
Glossaries help the reader understand the definitions of important words in the book.

The following page can be photocopied and made into a sorting activity where students match the nonfiction feature with its definition. This could be followed or preceded by activities where students are
supported to identify features in a range of texts.

Compiled by Debbie Draper, May, 2011

4

caption

text describing the contents of a picture,
graph or chart
glossary
alphabetical list of key terms related to a
subject
index
alphabetical list of topics included in the book
and their corresponding page numbers; found
in the very back
table of
a list of the parts of a book or document;
contents
placed at the front of the book, it's organised
in the order in which the parts appear
heading
announces the topics that will be covered, a
line of text serving to indicate what the
passage below it is about
subheading a heading given to a smaller subsection within
a larger piece of writing
boldface
dark letters indicating important information;
type
reader must slow down and pay attention to
these
italicised
slanted letters indicating important
type
information; reader must slow down and pay
attention to these
preface
a statement at the front of the book by the
book's author or editor, explaining its purpose
and expressing appreciation for help received
from others
sidebar
In informational text, boxed sections off to the
side containing interesting, related
information that can stand on its own.
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Nonfiction Text Features
Fonts and Special Effects










Titles
Headings
Boldface print
Color print
Italics
Bullets
Captions
Labels

Textual Clues (words that signal)







Cause and effect: since, because, etc.
Comparison and contrast: likewise, however, etc.
Problem and solution: one reason for that
Question and answer: how, when
Sequence: before, next, etc.

Illustrations and photographs
Graphics










Diagrams
Cross-sections
Maps
Word bubbles
Tables
Charts
Graphs
Framed text

Text Organizers








Page numbers
Index
Preface
Table of contents
Glossary
Appendix
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Anchor Charts for the various non-fiction text features are useful for reference. Student-made charts are
encouraged.

http://www.ite.org.uk/ite_topics/writing_at_KS2-3/005.html

http://blogs.saschina.org/hailing01px2019/2011/03/17/non-fiction-text-features/
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Interactive Text Feature Wall from http://www.teachingcomprehension.org/
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Images from: http://www.reallygoodstuff.com/
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Full size A4 versions of these posters are available from
http://blogs.scholastic.com/top_teaching/2011/03/my-march-top-ten-list-nonfiction-reading-resources.html
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Name: _______________________________________
Using Text Features

Text Feature

Title of Book

How Does the Text Feature
Help You as a Reader?

Students can make their own booklets –a template can be downloaded from
http://blogs.scholastic.com/top_teaching/2011/03/my-march-top-ten-list-nonfiction-reading-resources.html

or a flip book similar to this one
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Common Text Structures


Compare-Contrast Structure
This type of text examines the similarities and differences between two or more people, events,
concepts, ideas, etc.



Cause-Effect Structure
This structure presents the causal relationship between an specific event, idea, or concept and the
events, ideas, or concept that follow.



Sequence Structure
This text structure gives readers a chronological of events or a list of steps in a procedure.



Problem-Solution Structure
This type of structure sets up a problem or problems, explains the solution, and then discusses the
effects of the solution.



Descriptive Structure
This type of text structure features a detailed description of something to give the reader a mental
picture.



Question-Answer Structure
This text starts by posing a question then goes on to answer that question.



Cyclical Structure
This structure starts with an event then progresses through a series until it is back to the beginning
event.
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Text Structures are often recognisable through signal words and can be summarised using a range of
graphic organisers.
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Students can practise finding the main text structure using short passages and summarising the
information using graphic organisers.
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The following resources are available at:
http://blogs.scholastic.com/top_teaching/2011/03/my-march-top-ten-list-nonfiction-reading-resources.html
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Classroom Strategies
Explicit strategy instruction is at the core of good comprehension instruction. "Before" strategies activate students'
prior knowledge and set a purpose for reading. "During" strategies help students make connections, monitor their
understanding, generate questions, and stay focused. "After" strategies provide students an opportunity to
summarize, question, reflect, discuss, and respond to text.
Teachers should help students to understand why a strategy is useful, how it is used, and when it is appropriate.
Teacher demonstration and modelling are critical factors for success, and student discussion following strategy
instruction is also helpful. The most frequently researched strategies can be applied across content areas.

Before Reading













Anticipation Guide
Collaborative-Strategic-Reading Learning Logs
Concept Sorts
First Lines
Frayer Model
List-Group-Label
Listen-Read-Discuss
Mnemonics
Peer-Assisted Learning Strategy (PALS)
Possible Sentences
Think Alouds
Think-Pair-Share

These activities are available from
http://www.adlit.org/strategy_library

During Reading























Concept Maps
Directed Reading Thinking Activity (DRTA)
Double-Entry Journals
Inferential Reading
Inquiry Chart
Jigsaw
Monitoring/Clarifying
Paired Reading
Paragraph Shrinking
Partner Reading
Power Notes
Prediction Relay
Reading Guides
Reciprocal Teaching
Seed Discussions
Selective Highlighting
Semantic Feature Analysis
Story Maps
Structured Notetaking
SQ3R
Text Structure
Word Hunts

After Reading







Exit Slips
Frame Routine
Question the Author
Question-Answer Relationship
RAFT Writing
Summarizing
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Bookmarks and Exit Slips to support
independent reading of non-fiction texts
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