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Tip #45: Feature Analysis

Have you ever created a grid or matrix for 
your students in order to help them compare 
information?  If so, you have been using a 
vocabulary/comprehension strategy called 
Semantic-Feature Analysis.  Here is a 
definition of the strategy:   
 
"Semantic-Feature Analysis (Anders & Bos, 1986) 
is a strategy that helps reinforce vocabulary that is 
essential to understanding important concepts in a 
text. The teacher builds a grid in which essential 
vocabulary words are listed vertically and features 
and/ or ideas are listed horizontally. Students 
complete the grid by indicating with a plus (+) or 
minus (-) sign whether each word possesses the stated 
features or is related to the ideas." 
 
Anders, P.L., & Bos, C.S. (1986). Semantic 
feature analysis: An interactive strategy for 
vocabulary development and text 
comprehension. Journal of Reading, 29(7), 
610-616. 
 
It sounds a lot more complicated than it really 
is.  I like this strategy because it quickly gets 
students thinking about the features of new 
concepts.  Because students only have to code 
their thinking using + and - signs, it motivates 
students who are resistant to writing out their 
thoughts.  Visually organizing data ultimately 
aids students when it does come to putting 
their thoughts down in writing.   
 
A language arts application of this strategy 
follows.  Ask students to list the heroes in 

literature you have been studying on the left-
hand side of the paper.  Across the top of the 
matrix, list characteristics of heroes.  Then ask 
students to analyze each hero listed to 
determine whether they think he/she 
demonstrates those particular qualities.  Check 
this page to see an example.   
 
Of course, this strategy works across all of the 
content areas.  If you would like to share this 
strategy with your teammates, attached are 
examples from math and science.  The 
Internet link explains how the feature analysis 
can be used in social studies. 
 
http://curry.edschool.virginia.edu/go/readqu
est/strat/sfa.html 
 
I have used this feature analysis strategy with a 
Cinderella text set, which is a lot of fun.  I 
begin by reading aloud The Necklace by Guy 
de Maupassant.  (If you are fortunate enough 
to have Dream a World literature texts in your 
bookroom, you can find this short story in 
there.)  The picture book of The Necklace 
illustrated by Gary Kelley is wonderful, too.  
In addition, Goldenview Library has a 
modern day version of this story on 
videotape, which makes for an excellent 
compare/contrast lesson to the original story.  
This famous short story is really a Cinderella 
story in disguise.  Can students find the 
following Cinderella features in The 
Necklace? 
 

Literacy Tips
Tips for middle school educators on 

various topics such as grammar, 
writing, reading, spelling, vocabulary, 

cooperative learning and more. 

Contact: Amy Goodman 
Middle School Literacy Support 
907-267-0221 
goodman_amy@asdk12.org 
www.asdk12.org/MiddleLink/LA/ 



 

 
Anchorage School District 

Literacy Tips
• have no glamour in their lives 
• are invited to a ball 
• are the center of attention at the ball 
• undergo a "magical" transformation 

for the evening 
• leave something important behind 
• experience drastic changes to their 

lives as a result 
 
Next I gather every version of Cinderella I 
can find in the library and give students a 
chance to overview them by doing a Book 
Pass.  (Also, there are two Connection 
Collection kits you can order through A/V 
which have multiple copies of 6-7 Cinderella 
titles in them.  Order UN 1138.1 or UN 
1138.2.)  If I can find at least 15 different 
versions, I have students sit in pairs when 
they do the Book Pass.  During the Book 
Pass, they look at the front cover, back cover, 
illustrations, first page, last page, etc.  I ask 
them to record brief notes as they go.  Their 
time is limited with only 30 seconds for each 
pass.  My goal by doing this is to expose them 
to a lot of literature quickly.   
 
Then I ask students to use a blank feature 
analysis form.  Down the left-hand side, they 
list the titles of the Cinderella versions they 
have time to read.  Across the top, they list 
the Cinderella features outlined above.  In the 
boxes they use + and - signs to code whether 
the features surface in the various books.  
Students sometimes use a combination +/- 
sign, which stimulates discussion when they 
are asked to justify their response.  I also ask 
them to place a numeric code next to each 
Cinderella version they read indicating the 
kind of reading they used (#1 skimming, #2 
read quickly, #3 read thoroughly).  This 
allows students flexibility as they read the 
various versions. 
 
Hopefully your students will get intrigued 
comparing and contrasting Cinderella 
versions.  Because they come from all over 
the world, this is a great time to collaborate 
with your social studies teacher.  Here is a 

web site that has links to many different 
approaches to using Cinderella in the 
classroom.  The first link is an excellent 
bibliography of Cinderella titles to give to 
your librarian in order to help him/her pull 
books for you.    
 
www.webenglishteacher.com/cinderella.html  
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Achilles

Billy Budd

Huck Finn

Paul Bunyan

Willy Loman

HEROES in LITERATURE
noble 

dem
i-g

od

su
per-

hum
an

 ab
ilit

ies

ad
m

ira
ble 

valu
es

 &
 in

sig
hts

an
ti-

hero

tra
gic 

fig
ure

+
+ +
+

++
+ +




