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No one disputes the importance of reading comprehension. It is an absolute req-
uisite for success in school and in life. Thus, it is strange that instruction in com-
prehension has only recently become a high priority within the reading curriculum. 
Throughout most of American history, reading instruction has been focused on word 
recognition, either through some type of phonics training, more or less explicit, or 
else through an inductive, indirect approach. Attention to comprehension has been 
minimal, provided mainly via vocabulary instruction. Years ago, grammar instruc-
tion was also common, often accomplished through sentence-diagramming exer-
cises. This instruction touched on aspects of comprehension as we understand the 
term today. However, the focus on grammar died out.

It was not until Dolores Durkin’s influential paper appeared, in which she 
described the dearth of genuine reading instruction in our schools (Durkin, 
1978–1979) that we acknowledged that children were being grossly short-changed. 
Even though most children were learning to “break the code” and could read at 
least somewhat fluently, a substantial proportion of them did not understand what 
they read. Now, a few decades later, the amount of research on comprehension has 
skyrocketed, and we have new models of reading comprehension that have heav-
ily influenced educators. The prominence of comprehension instruction in today’s 
schools reflects our greatly changed view of the importance of this topic.

One thing that we have realized is how important text genre can be. Narrative 
text, which is generally easier to understand, is usually the genre of choice for begin-
ning instruction. Before they start school, children are exposed to a great deal of nar-
ration, through watching TV and movies, and through listening to bedtime stories 
as well as to adults’ conversations (Williams & Pao, 2011). The content of these 
narratives is likely to be relatively familiar, which helps understanding. And nar-
rative tends to follow a single structure, in which plot events are sequenced along a 
causal-temporal line.

But early exposure to expository text is also essential (Duke & Bennett-Armi-
stead, 2003). Reading expository text increases domain knowledge, which in turn 
leads to increased vocabulary, fluency, and motivation (Guthrie, Anderson, Alao, 
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& Rinehart, 1999). However, understanding expository text is often a challenge, 
especially for children with language and other learning difficulties. Children who 
do not receive sufficient early exposure to, and instruction about, expository text 
are likely to have more and more difficulty with reading as they proceed through 
the grades (Kucan & Beck, 1997). By the time they reach the sixth grade, the 
majority of children’s school reading assignments are expository texts, and these 
children encounter serious problems in meeting academic demands.

Lack of exposure is only one of the reasons for the relative difficulty of exposi-
tory text. In addition, exposition often tends to deal with more challenging con-
tent; the ideas are less familiar and often more complex than those in narrative 
text (Kucan & Beck, 1997). Moreover, expository text is not structured as sim-
ply as is narrative text; there are several basic expository structures (Calfee & 
Chambliss, 1988; Meyer, 1985).

Unfortunately, some teachers spend very little time in their classrooms on 
expository text (Williams & Pao, 2011). And sometimes those who do focus on 
such text are burdened by textbooks that are badly organized and poorly written. 
Teachers often respond by reading the texts aloud to their students instead of try-
ing to teach them to read and understand the texts by themselves. Obviously this 
is not a good solution—it takes away opportunities for students to learn. Moreo-
ver, while teachers who read to their class may side-step difficulties due to decod-
ing problems, the students are often still getting their information from disorgan-
ized texts.

In the late 1990s, when the National Reading Panel (NRP) was convened to exam-
ine the existing research literature and to synthesize our knowledge about beginning 
instruction, the new thinking about comprehension had only recently been intro-
duced. The NRP Report (2000) on comprehension included a chapter on vocabulary, 
of course; vocabulary is always a prominent topic in a reading program no matter 
what the current educational focus. The Report also focused on cognitive strategies, 
a new approach in which comprehension instruction is conceptualized as the teach-
ing of ways in which a student can consciously and deliberately approach a text in 
order to uncover its meaning. One such strategy (that had generated a substantial 
amount of research before the NRP panel reviewed the literature) is to use back-
ground knowledge. That is, students who are about to read a text are told to consider 
what they already know about the topic. Information that they activate from their 
store of knowledge, when incorporated with the new information presented in the 
text, will aid in their comprehension. Another commonly taught cognitive strategy 
is self-monitoring, that is, stopping occasionally while reading, in order to reflect on 
whether one is fully understanding what one is reading, and, if one is not, to reread 
the text. The NRP Report was very influential and ensured that the cognitive strat-
egy approach was solidly entrenched as the way to teach reading comprehension.

Text structure was another item in NRP’s rather lengthy list of cognitive strat-
egies. Since the Report was published, however, text structure has emerged as 
a topic in its own right. Arguably, text structure did not belong in the list of 
cognitive strategies in the first place. The classic notion of cognitive strategy 
implies either that readers are monitoring their own reading activity to evalu-
ate its effectiveness or that they are performing some additional activity while 
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reading, such as trying to remember previously acquired information that might 
help them understand the text in front of them.

It is true that readers consciously attend to text structure when they decide 
to read titles and paragraph headings in order to get an overview of a text. In 
that sense one might consider the use of text structure as a cognitive strategy. 
However, there are structural cues of all sorts within text, some easy to identify 
and some rather subtle. Most of the research on text structure deals with normal 
reading, in which the instruction is geared toward getting the reader to respond 
to such textual cues without paying undue attention to them. This instruction 
is straightforward, similar to phonics instruction. We teach beginners letter-
sound correspondences and a method of combining the sounds represented by 
the letters into words. But we expect that fluent readers will be able to recognize 
words automatically without consciously attending to their phonics skills. In the 
same way that I would not consider that fluent readers typically use their phon-
ics skills as a strategy (though they might do so when reading scientific text or 
Russian novels), I would not consider that fluent readers typically use their text 
structure skills as a cognitive strategy. Of course, faced with a stumbling-block 
in the text, the fluent reader can quite deliberately go back to using text structure 
skills to work through the difficulty and reach a good level of understanding.

The seminal work on expository text structure was done by Meyer (1975). 
She posited that readers understand a text more readily if they recognize the 
specific structure according to which the writer has organized the text. They will 
then be able to use the writer’s structure to create their own mental representa-
tion of the text. The five basic structures identified by Meyer are description, 
sequence, comparison, cause-effect, and problem–solution. These structures are 
really representations of rhetorical structures. Fundamental concepts such as 
causality and comparison arise initially through perception and action during the 
first year of life (Saxe, Tzelnic, & Carey, 2007). As these primitive understand-
ings mature and language develops, discourse patterns basic to both oral and 
written language that express these concepts appear (Williams et al., 2016). It is 
the ability to transfer what is known about these structures in oral language to 
written language that is the goal of teaching text structure.

Meyer’s analysis fits in well with Kintsch’s (1998, 2004) more comprehensive 
construction-integration model of reading comprehension. In this model, text 
information activates readers’ background knowledge, and then this activated 
knowledge is integrated with the information presented in the text. Signals in the 
text, including order of mention, repetition, clue words, etc., indicate relation-
ships among pieces of information and affect the amount of activation given to 
certain pieces. In this way, the reader is guided to identify the macrostructure 
of the text (the important information) and to organize it into a coherent mental 
representation. When the text is not well structured, readers must expend cog-
nitive resources on creating their own organization, which may or may not be 
effective in deriving the writer’s purpose and argument.
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Close analysis of texts with structure (CATS)

I was asked to contribute to this special issue by writing an introduction that 
would include some discussion of my own work on the topic. When I started 
thinking about using text structure as the focal point of an intervention, it was not 
the popular topic of research that it has now become. Meyer had made substan-
tial contributions (as she is continuing to do), but not many investigators had yet 
followed suit. Meyer was working with adults and students at the middle school 
level (fourth and fifth-graders). I became interested in what one might do in the 
way of using text structure as the focus of instruction with younger children. I 
decided to work at the second-grade level, because I wanted to make sure that 
students had sufficient reading skill to be able to focus on structure.

My program combined explicit instruction in reading comprehension and con-
tent-area instruction. I specified as its goals (a) ensuring that children could use 
their knowledge of basic rhetorical structures in reading as they already could use 
them in listening, and (b) laying the foundation for further development of their 
comprehension of these structures in both reading and listening.

I call the intervention Close Analysis of Texts with Structure (CATS). I first 
described it in a 2004 paper (Williams, Hall, & Lauer, 2004). The intervention 
is designed to serve as supplemental instruction for general education class-
rooms, especially for struggling readers in those classrooms. With adaptations it 
can be differentiated for use with students who have learning disabilities. The 
instructional model includes both direct and strategic instruction (Kame’enui & 
Carnine, 1998; Pressley, 1998), which when used together, produce the largest 
effect sizes for at risk learners (Swanson & Hoskyn, 1998). The instruction is 
structured, explicit, scaffolded, and intensive. It proceeds systematically from the 
simple to the complex, and it provides substantial practice at each step. The tasks 
are meaningful and interesting; they include specially-designed training materials 
(texts) that provide simple, clear templates that exhibit instructional points (Wil-
liams et al., 2014). My graduate students, cohort after cohort, have participated 
fully in all stages of the development of the intervention and its evaluation.

The core of the instruction consists of the close analysis of short paragraphs of 
well-structured text that embody each of the five basic text structures. I believe 
that a deep and extensive study of a series of clear examples of a given structure 
will help students become familiar with the way in which these basic patterns 
are manifested in print and will lead to a strengthening of their mental represen-
tations of the structures. The instruction guides students through an analysis of 
well-structured paragraphs, and they become familiar with basic structure pat-
terns. To aid in this analysis, we teach children to use three well-documented 
strategies in their analysis of text: clue words (e.g., next; unlike; because), tar-
geted questions, and graphic organizers. Goldman and Rakestraw (2000) have 
presented ample evidence that each of these three strategies is effective in help-
ing readers identify global discourse structure and establish local coherence. The 
analysis of prototypical texts, accomplished with the help of these three strate-
gies, comprises the core of the CATS program. The lessons also include common 



1927

1 3

Text structure instruction: the research is moving forward  

instructional components: trade book reading by the teacher followed by discus-
sion, vocabulary, and a heavy dose of writing, so that the instructional setting is 
well within the context of a typical elementary-level lesson in the language arts.

The content of our intervention covers a typical second-grade social studies cur-
riculum. Units focus on five historical communities in the United States: Native 
Americans, colonists, pioneers, immigrants, and urban residents. Students learn 
about the homes, schools, jobs, and other features of these communities.

We developed the procedures for the text analysis and the strategies for each indi-
vidual text structure through an iterative series of develop-tryout-test cycles with 
small groups of children. We did small-scale randomized clinical trials, each one on 
a single text structure (Williams et al., 2005, 2007, 2009, 2014). Then we developed 
our year-long comprehensive intervention (Williams et al., 2016), which included all 
five text structures.

We evaluated our complete intervention in second-grade classrooms drawn 
from NYC elementary schools (Williams et al., 2016). Classrooms were randomly 
assigned to three conditions, all of which received the school’s regular reading 
instruction; the intervention was a twice-a-week supplement. Students in one condi-
tion (CATS) received the text structure intervention. In another condition (No Inter-
vention) there was no intervention. The third condition provided a much more strin-
gent control. Classrooms in this group used a version of our intervention that was 
the same as the CATS intervention in all respects except one. That is, it included the 
same content and the same materials (books, tasks, tests), and the number of lessons 
and mean amount of time spent on them did not differ. However, students in this 
latter condition received no text structure training. We called this the Content condi-
tion, because it essentially focused on the social studies content—information about 
the five U.S. communities.

Students in classrooms that received the CATS intervention scored significantly 
higher than those in the No Intervention classrooms on the comprehension post-
test, as assessed by their written summaries of five novel paragraphs, one of each 
structure. Specifically, they were better able to report the main idea as well as the 
important information about the main idea, and better able to identify the particular 
structure of the paragraphs. These measures, most of which were derived from the 
paragraph summaries, comprised our basic reading comprehension measures.

The CATS students were also superior on measures of transfer, i.e., on measures 
based on comprehension tasks other than those that were featured in the instruc-
tion. These included a measure based on a sentence completion task involving social 
studies content and two measures based on written summaries of natural text taken 
from authentic reading materials (children’s trade books), which, as is characteristic 
of such material, were not well structured. All three transfer measures showed sig-
nificant differences in favor of the CATS condition. The test items that were based 
on natural text represented a level of transfer that is difficult to achieve; here, the 
effect sizes were smaller than the effect sizes on the other measures (though they 
were still significant). If I were to extend this intervention for use in higher grades, I 
would include explicit instruction that uses exemplars of the various text structures 
as they appear in natural prose. Our instructional paragraphs did get progressively 
longer and more complex as instruction continued, but they did not include text as 
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ill-structured as we sometimes see in books and magazines. However, I would still 
make certain that the students were given initial instruction based on well-struc-
tured paragraphs; I believe that this was an important factor in the success of the 
intervention.

More interesting was the fact that we found that the superiority of the CATS stu-
dents on these comprehension measures also occurred in comparisons with students 
in the Content classrooms. In fact, the Content classrooms and the No Intervention 
classrooms did not differ on any of these measures. This suggests that explicit and 
systematic instruction about text structure is necessary. We cannot rely simply on 
providing exposure to structured texts if we want to make an impact on children’s 
understanding.

In contrast, on measures assessing the amount of social studies content that was 
learned, the CATS classrooms and the Content classrooms did not differ, and stu-
dents in both of these conditions scored higher than students in the No Intervention 
classrooms. Thus we can embed text structure training in content-area instruction 
without sacrificing acquisition of the academic content. This is important; it would 
be less than optimal if it turned out that we could improve reading comprehension 
only at the expense of the content-area instruction.

We were fortunate to be able to go through multiple development-try out-test 
cycles on each individual text structure before producing the final complete inter-
vention (which also involved multiple iterations). As we worked, we made many 
modifications that improved the instruction in one way or another. Most were small 
changes, but we also made some changes that were rather important from a design 
point of view. First, it became clear very early in our pilot work that the instruction 
typically given to older students in which students used clue words as the initial 
identifiers of a text’s structure (e.g., Wijekumar et  al., 2014), was not appropriate 
for our younger students. Second-graders do not have sufficient reading skill to be 
able to scan text in order to pick out clue words. So we began each paragraph with 
a topic (main idea) sentence that indicated its structure type. Later, perhaps in third 
grade, students would probably have sufficient reading skill to identify clue words 
easily and would be able to work with paragraphs that do not begin with a main idea 
sentence.

Second, we did not introduce the five structures in the same order as many other 
investigators had introduced them. Description, as defined by Meyer and Freedle 
(1984), is a type of association in which some elements are subordinate to another 
(the topic). In most of the second grade classrooms we were working in, teachers 
were already teaching children this type of simple descriptive structure, which they 
called the information web. A web does not represent structured text at the level of 
the other four structures. In our intervention, the Description structure is more chal-
lenging: it reflects the idea of an information hierarchy. We taught Description as the 
fourth in the series of five structures.

We also discovered that it would be best to vary the ways in which we mapped 
the complete structure across the paragraph, and this led to our third modification. 
We organized the Sequence sentences across the entire paragraph. That is, each sen-
tence in the paragraph represented one step in the sequence. However, in the cau-
sation paragraphs, the entire structure appeared in individual sentences, i.e., each 
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sentence contained both cause and effect, plus a suitable clue word. Our compari-
son paragraphs were also structured at an individual-sentence level. In the other two 
text structures, Description and Problem/Solution, the complete structure was repre-
sented in sentence pairs. We found justification for these mappings in several studies 
that have found that organizing instructional tasks at the sentence level is appropri-
ate for primary-grade children (Berninger, Nagy, & Beers, 2011; Crosson, Lesaux, 
& Martiniello, 2008).

Across the several studies we conducted, our posttests included both oral and 
written responses on a variety of tasks not used in the intervention. We have found 
that our text structure instruction helps young students comprehend text and acquire 
new vocabulary. Instructional effects transfer to novel text about topics both simi-
lar to and different from those used in the intervention. We also found that training 
on one structure (compare-contrast) improves the ability to learn a similar structure 
(pro-con). And we have found a little evidence that the intervention makes it easier 
for children to comprehend authentic, ill-structured texts. This of course is the ulti-
mate goal of text structure instruction—that a reader be able to mentally re-organ-
ize poorly written text and thereby better comprehend and remember it. Of course, 
reaching this goal would involve instruction and/or practice over years of school-
ing—well beyond the scope of our intervention project.

In summary, our work demonstrates the effectiveness of explicit reading compre-
hension instruction for primary-grade students. It also demonstrates that text struc-
ture is a useful focus for training. It should be kept in mind, however, that CATS is a 
supplemental program, not a full reading comprehension program. The latter would 
be much more comprehensive. But on the basis of this work as well as that of the 
other researchers who have contributed to the research base, I am prepared to say 
that text structure instruction should be included as a prominent part of a complete 
reading comprehension curriculum.

I have described the work I have done as an example of what might be considered 
the first generation of text structure research, in which text structure has been shown 
to be useful knowledge for a young reader to acquire, and also that it can be taught 
successfully. Systematic reviews of text structure research (e.g., Ray & Meyer, 2011) 
have collated the substantial amount of literature relevant to the constructing of an 
intervention to teach text structure. In addition, two recent meta-analyses of text 
structure interventions across the grades have been published, and it is clear from 
these that this type of instruction is feasible to do, that it is effective, and that it can 
provide a strong foundation for later progress in reading comprehension (Hebert, 
Bohaty, Nelson, & Lambert, 2016; Pyle et al., 2017).

The articles in this issue

Now that we have enough documentation about the importance of text structure 
instruction and its effectiveness, we are ready to move ahead. The papers that com-
prise this issue indicate that there is indeed a flourishing second generation of rel-
evant research. The authors have tackled important questions that build on the exist-
ing evidence of the importance of text structure instruction.
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I am going to begin my comments on the individual articles with the study by 
Meyer, Wijekumar, and Lei. Bonnie Meyer is the doyenne of text structure research, 
the one who introduced the topic (Meyer, 1975) and who conducted the earliest stud-
ies that showed the effectiveness of the text structure strategy. Meyer developed an 
intervention for middle-school students that later she turned into a computer-based 
program, ITSS, which was first introduced in 2002 (Meyer et al., 2002) and which 
has been evaluated extensively in many variations. Over the years a great many stu-
dents ranging from fourth-graders to retirees have profited from this instructional 
program. A substantial amount of data has been collected—a wonderful resource for 
further study. The article in this issue reports on a close examination of the effects 
of signal words, one of the most salient textual cues as to structure. Using data sets 
from evaluations of the ITSS intervention that yielded data from over 7000 students, 
the authors analyzed a pretest and posttest of generative signaling that had been 
administered across studies. Differences as a function of type of signal word, gender, 
and grade level (grades 4–8) were examined. In addition to providing insights about 
signal words, this study demonstrates the value of designing intervention evalua-
tions in such a way that they address targeted questions concerning specific aspects 
of the intervention as well as provide an overall evaluation of the intervention.

Another paper authored by the same research team (Wijekumar, Meyer, Lei, Her-
nandez, and August) describes SWELL, Spanish instruction on the Web for Eng-
lish Learners. This intervention provides one-on-one instruction. It responds to the 
challenges that children face when they are learning in a non-dominant language. 
SWELL contains special adaptations, which include vocabulary instruction, contex-
tual cues, and on-line translations of unfamiliar and difficult words and sentences. 
The authors report on the evaluation of the intervention, which was conducted in 
grades 4 and 5 classrooms in high poverty schools. Results were positive: Students 
who received the intervention showed better performance than students who did not 
receive it on both researcher-developed measures and a standardized test of reading 
comprehension. The authors also examined the effect of moderating factors like ini-
tial reading level and gender.

The articles in this issue reflect the fact that the field has devoted most of its atten-
tion to students in middle school and above. Only a couple of these papers focus on 
the primary grades. They are most welcome! Al Otaiba, Connor, and Crowe present 
three brief interventions, each on a single text structure, and they look at kindergar-
ten, first and second grade effects. This work is a pilot study for a larger intervention 
study now in progress. The authors use what they call a pattern exploration design, 
carefully thought through to allow evaluation of explicit training on each of the three 
taught structures along with transfer to each of four structures (the three that were 
taught plus one other). The authors’ choice of instructional routines, e.g., reliance on 
clue words and graphic organizers, reflects the consensus in the field about how to 
approach the teaching of text structure. They also included practices less often used 
in text structure research, such as manipulatives to scaffold retells, which appear 
to be particularly useful with young students. Preliminary results from their initial 
work are promising in terms of promoting both acquisition and transfer.

Van den Broek, Kraal, Koornneef, and Saab also study primary-grade children, 
but their work is of a different nature. They do not conduct an intervention, prepare 
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to do one, or examine aspects of a completed intervention. Rather, they ask a more 
fundamental question about how second-graders process text; the answer to this 
question should be of help to future interventionists. They ask whether the same 
intervention is likely to be optimal for all students. An analysis of think-aloud proto-
cols collected during the reading of both narrative and expository texts indicates that 
children fall into one of two categories. There are those whose mental representation 
of a text tends to conform to the textual information (paraphrasers), and those whose 
processing is more elaborative, which leads to a broader, more wide-ranging repre-
sentation (elaborators). Also, these two types of readers respond in different ways to 
expository and narrative text. The authors suggest that different types of question-
ing during instruction might be appropriate for paraphrasers and elaborators. What 
might these findings mean for the instructional model that is the basis for most cur-
rent text structure interventions?

A classic question of second-generation research has to do with context. Beer-
winkle, Wijekumar, Walpole, and Agius consider the context in which text structure 
instruction appears, or, as they put it, the ecological component within a componen-
tial model of reading. They examine the extent of knowledge that fourth and fifth-
grade teachers have about text structure, and they also look at the way children’s 
textbooks cover the topic. In addition, they describe their observation of classrooms 
as teachers delivered text structure instruction. Their work indicates that there is 
considerable room for improvement on all counts. Beerwinkle and her colleagues 
are persuasive on the point that research to improve text structure instruction should 
continue, but that we need to extend our efforts beyond simply developing excellent 
instructional materials. We must also ameliorate the context in which the instruction 
occurs.

How does the ability to deal with text structure, a rather specific and circum-
scribed aspect of reading comprehension, fit into a comprehensive reading com-
prehension model? Welie, Schoonen, and Kuiken administered a battery of tests to 
eighth-graders, including tests of expository text comprehension, sentence reading 
fluency, linguistic knowledge (general vocabulary and connectives), metacogni-
tive knowledge (knowledge of reading strategies), and text structure inference skill. 
The participants included both monolingual students, who spoke only Dutch, and 
bilingual students who spoke a minority language at home. Two important factors 
emerged from a series of hierarchical regression analyses: knowledge of connectives 
and metacognitive knowledge. The authors conclude that interventions focused on 
text structure should include instruction on both of these topics. The authors also 
examined their data to determine whether there were differences as a function of 
students’ language background or level of reading proficiency.

The article by Ji, Beerwinkle, Wijekumar, Lei, Joshi, and Zhang offers an 
alternative method of analyzing intervention effects. In Latent Transition Analy-
sis (LTA), students are classified on the basis of their scores on a set of pretest 
measures, such that the score profiles of the classes are distinct from one another. 
After the intervention has been completed, the posttest is examined to determine 
the probability of the students in any given class transitioning to the score profile 
of another class. In the study reported here, which was based on almost 2000 
seventh-graders, an LTA identified four classes of students who exhibited various 
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patterns of performance on a pretest of text structure comprehension. Transitional 
probabilities from pretest to posttest indicated that progress toward proficiency 
differed among the classes. This new approach to modeling intervention effects 
allows one to track the stability of each class of students over time. It also pro-
vides more specific information that can guide the design of instruction, perhaps 
leading to a decision to modify an intervention in different ways for different 
classes of students.

We are all used to reading in reports of intervention evaluations that a useful next 
step in the research would be to analyze the components of that intervention in order 
to determine which ones were the effective ones. Answering that question would 
help us develop not only effective, but efficient interventions. However, we rarely 
come across an actual study that undertakes such an analysis, probably because it 
appears to be a rather daunting endeavor. Hebert, Bohaty, Nelson, and Lambert take 
an unconventional approach to determining how much each individual component 
of an intervention contributes to its ultimate effectiveness. What they have decided 
to do is to attempt to answer this question even as they construct their intervention. 
That is, they are building an intervention one component at a time. In the present 
study the authors evaluate instruction on the component of identification/discrimina-
tion for fourth and fifth-grade struggling readers. They plan to collect data on each 
of several intervention components. It is interesting to contemplate how the results 
of this approach might differ from those of the decomposition strategy that is typi-
cally considered the way to approach the question.

Incorporating writing tasks as part of reading comprehension instruction is 
acknowledged to be a powerful instructional strategy. However, there is little 
research on the use of writing as a means of improving text structure knowledge. 
Turcotte, Berthiaume and Caron have examined how well French-speaking students 
in grade 6 of Canadian schools deal with text structure in both reading and writing 
tasks. The students had no specific training in text structure prior to the study. Path 
analysis indicated that knowledge of text structure and ability to identify main ideas 
influenced reading comprehension, which in turn influenced writing proficiency. 
The attention directed in this study to what students with no formal instruction can 
and cannot do is unusual. Interventions might sometimes be substantially improved 
if there were a deeper understanding of students’ abilities at the point at which they 
were introduced to the intervention. (This observation is certainly not limited to 
interventions that incorporate writing instruction.)

The article by Hebert, Bohaty, Nelson, and Roehling focuses specifically on 
writing instruction. These authors want to help struggling readers learn to organ-
ize text in order to improve their writing. Their idea is to free up students’ cogni-
tive resources by including in their instruction only what is essential for teaching 
planning and organizing–in other words, executive function. In their intervention 
students do not have to be concerned about what to write about, which is a compli-
cating factor in most writing instruction. The authors provide students with short 
information “frames”, which eliminate the need to generate content; students learn 
to organize the frames according to the several text structures. Further work on this 
project will culminate in a longer, more comprehensive writing intervention and 
perhaps also more theorizing about the nature of executive function.
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Arfe, Mason, and Fajardo discuss another way, in addition to direct instruction, that 
we might address the comprehension difficulties of struggling readers. Problematic text 
could be modified to make it more accessible. Arfe et al. present their recent work on 
text simplification. They show how cognitive models of discourse comprehension can 
guide us to construct texts that will cue readers to form sound mental representations 
and accurate understandings. They describe one such system, currently under develop-
ment, in which texts are rewritten to improve both global and local coherence and to 
decrease linguistic complexity (both vocabulary and syntax). They discuss the value of 
having a system that provides texts that are graded in difficulty, both for instruction and 
for practice.

Summary

The articles that appear in the present issue address many of the issues raised in the 
review by Ray and Meyer (2011) and the two meta-analyses (Hebert et al., 2016; Pyle 
et al., 2017) that I cited earlier. These articles are indeed very heterogeneous—much 
too varied for me to draw any general conclusions about any specific issue. However, 
one observation worth making is that it appears that much of the research included in 
the two meta-analyses was based on English-speaking students and texts written in 
English. In contrast, the present issue includes participants who speak Dutch, Spanish, 
and French as well as English. While this hardly qualifies as a representative sample 
of world languages, it is a start to being able to generalize the results of text structure 
instruction beyond the English-speaking world.

I will also note that one of the most frequent second-generation research questions 
has to do with moderating variables. The papers in this collection that look for mod-
erators come up rather surprisingly short of expectation. There are not a lot of data 
here that suggest, for example, that level of reading proficiency or grade level interacts 
importantly with text structure instruction. One interesting finding is the distinction 
between paraphrasers and elaborators that van den Broek and his colleagues have iden-
tified. Perhaps it would be worthwhile to study the performance of these two types of 
reader on texts of the kind that are typically used in a text structure intervention.

All in all, this is a provocative set of studies that expands the horizons of text struc-
ture research. It is clear that the field is continuing to move forward and that current and 
future findings will further inform all those involved in the quest for optimal instruc-
tion. I look forward to reading further studies by the researchers who have contributed 
to this volume as they continue to pursue their particular questions. All of them are on 
the path to better understanding of what has rightly come to be considered an important 
part of reading comprehension instruction.
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