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Abstract 

This study presents a systematic and critically informed synthesis of 

interdisciplinary scholarship addressing the role of digital texts (e-texts) 

in educational practice. Drawing from a wide range of empirical studies, 

it outlines recommendations for implementing e-texts in ways that support 

meaningful and sustained learning. Contemporary educational settings 

provide students with access to numerous digital reading formats, and as 

technological innovation accelerates, these tools continue to expand in 

functionality and pedagogical potential. The review considers how 

research has evaluated e-texts within instructional contexts, particularly 

in relation to comprehension, memory, long-term retention, and feedback 

processes. It also surveys associated digital practices including 

annotation, highlighting, bookmarking, hyperlink navigation, and note-

taking. Emphasis is placed on students’ awareness of available 

technological affordances and the degree to which they receive guidance 

in using these features effectively—factors shown to influence academic 

performance. 

Keywords: digital texts, e-texts, e-books, comprehension, recall, 

professional development. 

 

 
Introduction 

The past decade has witnessed significant growth in 

blended learning models as institutions aim to 

improve learning outcomes while broadening access. 

Universities are increasingly embedding digital 

technologies into curricula in order to accommodate 

diverse cohorts and create more flexible educational 

experiences. In this evolving landscape, it is essential 

to examine how technological tools can be aligned 

with pedagogical approaches grounded in research. 

Although digital texts have been present in higher 

education for some time, recent technological 

advances have enhanced their accessibility, 

affordability, and instructional capabilities. 

 

 This article undertakes a structured critical 

review of interdisciplinary research on the 

educational use of e-texts. Two central objectives 

guide the analysis: identifying dominant research 

patterns in the field and offering evidence-based 

recommendations for strengthening the pedagogical 

use of digital texts. The discussion explores themes 

including comprehension and recall, learner 

familiarity and preference, screen navigation and 

scrolling behaviors, instructor feedback, and 

embedded digital tools such as hyperlinks and 

annotations. Rather than reinforcing the commonly 

invoked opposition between print and digital 

formats, the paper questions the validity of this 

binary framing and proposes a more integrated 
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understanding. Although the analysis centers 

primarily on higher education, the pedagogical 

implications extend across contexts, disciplines, and 

age groups. It is also important to clarify that e-texts 

encompass far more than digitized textbooks; they 

include a broad array of screen-based readings that 

may supplement or replace printed materials. While 

early studies documented slow adoption rates 

following the introduction of e-texts in the late 

1990s, widespread mobile device usage has 

substantially increased access to digital learning 

resources and stimulated greater demand for 

electronic texts. 

 Previous investigations have addressed diverse 

aspects of e-text usage, including student attitudes, 

design considerations, retention and comprehension 

outcomes, and physiological concerns such as visual 

fatigue. Other research has examined faculty 

engagement with digital textbooks and the use of 

analytics to predict academic performance. 

Frequently, however, these studies have framed 

digital reading as competing with traditional print, 

implicitly positioning one format as superior. Such 

oppositional framing overlooks the complex and 

context-dependent nature of students’ reading 

experiences. 

 A related question concerns whether scanned or 

converted print texts differ pedagogically from 

materials designed specifically for digital 

environments. When digital texts integrate 

interactive components and collaborative features, 

they may require reconsideration of established 

reading practices. This underscores the importance of 

deliberate pedagogical planning when incorporating 

e-texts into teaching. 

 

Benefits of Print-Based Texts 

A substantial body of research comparing formats 

reports stronger comprehension and recall outcomes 

for printed materials. Several studies indicate that 

readers more effectively retain central arguments and 

supporting details when engaging with paper-based 

texts. Higher assessment scores and reduced visual 

strain have also been associated with print reading. 

In terms of metacognitive monitoring and regulation, 

some findings suggest that learners may experience 

diminished calibration accuracy when reading on 

screens, particularly under time constraints. 

 Elements such as scrolling, screen layout, and 

digital navigation are frequently cited as influencing 

comprehension. Researchers have argued that 

interacting with on-screen content can fragment 

attention and increase cognitive load, potentially 

weakening recall. In controlled comparisons, 

students reading printed passages often outperform 

peers reading equivalent digital versions. 

 At the same time, advancements in device 

design complicate these findings. Dedicated e-

readers replicate page-turning functions and 

minimize continuous scrolling. Although digital 

environments sometimes encourage scanning 

behaviors—such as visually tracking information in 

predictable patterns—similar skimming strategies are 

not exclusive to screens. Studies on spatial 

representation indicate that familiarity with the 

physical organization of text can support 

comprehension regardless of medium. 

 Visual discomfort remains a concern for 

extended screen use, as prolonged exposure may 

contribute to eye strain or headaches. Some 

experimental findings suggest enhanced memory 

performance when using traditional paper and pencil 

formats. Display configuration also matters; the 

amount of visible content on a screen can influence 

proofreading and reading efficiency. 

  

Importance of Preference and Familiarity 

Learner preference constitutes a significant variable 

in evaluating e-text effectiveness. Preferences are 

shaped by technological familiarity, comfort with 

digital interfaces, cultural attitudes toward screens, 

subject complexity, and reading objectives. Many 

students report favoring print for intensive academic 

study, especially when engaging with lengthy or 

conceptually dense texts. Nonetheless, digital texts 

are valued for convenience, portability, and ease of 

searching. Students who favor print frequently cite 

fewer distractions, smoother navigation, and reduced 

technical challenges. Conversely, advocates of 

digital texts emphasize instant search capabilities, 
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lower costs, and accessibility across devices. 

Importantly, preference alone does not reliably 

predict performance outcomes. Although familiarity 

with a digital platform may improve efficiency, 

anticipated advantages do not always translate into 

higher comprehension scores. 

 Time pressure and environmental interruptions 

have been shown to influence format preference, 

often shifting students toward print under demanding 

conditions. Research also suggests that learners tend 

to perform optimally when studying in their 

preferred medium, implying that metacognitive 

confidence plays a role. Cultural perceptions of 

screen-based reading may further shape attitudes, 

and increasing exposure to digital platforms could 

gradually reshape these perceptions. 

 

Advantages of E-Texts 

Other studies report negligible or inconsistent 

differences in comprehension between print and 

digital formats. In some contexts, students using 

interactive e-text systems achieve higher 

performance outcomes despite expressing subjective 

preference for print. Online learners, in particular, 

may benefit from digital texts due to greater reliance 

on electronic resources. 

 Investigations into reading speed present 

similarly mixed conclusions. While some findings 

indicate faster reading rates on tablets, rapid reading 

does not necessarily enhance understanding. Individual 

differences - such as prioritizing accuracy over speed-

affect scrolling behaviors and engagement patterns. 

 Digital reading strategies involving hyperlinks, 

scanning, and shortcut navigation may modify 

cognitive processing, though empirical confirmation 

of negative effects remains limited. Eye-tracking 

research comparing screen-based and print reading 

reveals comparable fixation and regression patterns, 

challenging claims that digital reading inherently 

reduces depth of processing. 

 Faculty engagement with e-text capabilities has 

emerged as an area of interest. Annotation features 

enabling targeted feedback can positively influence 

student outcomes, and usage analytics provide 

instructors with insights into reading behaviors and 

engagement trends. 

 Despite the diversity of findings, much of the 

literature continues to conceptualize print and digital 

texts as mutually exclusive categories. In practice, 

students navigate a fluid continuum of reading 

experiences that resist rigid classification. 

Recognizing this complexity allows educators to 

leverage the strengths of both formats. 

 

Recommendations for Impactful E-Text Learning 

The accumulated evidence indicates that differences 

in comprehension between print and digital media 

are often less decisive than commonly assumed. 

Learner perceptions, biases, and familiarity levels 

frequently exert stronger influence on engagement 

and performance than the medium itself. 

Accordingly, structured training and professional 

development are central to effective e-text 

integration. Students require explicit instruction in 

utilizing digital features strategically and in 

developing adaptive reading approaches suited to 

electronic environments. Collaborative communities 

that encourage sharing of digital reading techniques 

can further support skill development. Equally 

important are reliable technical support systems and 

institutional investment in professional learning. 

 Research consistently highlights the need to 

strengthen digital literacy competencies. Despite 

assumptions that university students possess 

advanced technological skills, many require guidance 

in critically managing and organizing online content. 

Educators likewise need comprehensive 

understanding of digital tools in order to integrate 

them pedagogically and remain responsive to 

evolving practices. 

Professional development initiatives should 

emphasize evidence-based strategies for embedding 

e-text functionalities into instruction, including 

effective use of feedback, multimedia integration, 

and interactive elements. While demographic 

variables such as age and gender may influence 

attitudes toward digital reading, these dimensions 

remain underexplored. 
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Conclusion 

This article synthesized interdisciplinary 

experimental research on the educational use of e-

texts. It observed that numerous studies construct 

their analyses around a comparison between digital 

and printed formats, thereby reinforcing a persistent 

“print versus digital” narrative. Moving beyond this 

framing requires research designs that evaluate 

digital texts within authentic learning processes 

rather than primarily through contrastive comparison. 

 Digital text adoption continues to expand in 

higher education, with publishers incorporating 

interactive assessments, multimedia resources, and 

collaborative sharing tools. Although comprehension 

and recall outcomes frequently appear comparable 

across formats, certain contextual factors—such as 

navigating extended hyperlinked passages—may 

influence digital reading effectiveness. Student 

preference still tends to favor print for sustained 

academic engagement. 

 Higher education institutions should therefore 

prioritize systematic training for both students and 

faculty. Effective preparation includes building 

technological familiarity, respecting individual 

format preferences, understanding digital navigation 

strategies, and maximizing embedded interactive 

features. As screen-based reading becomes 

increasingly commonplace and technology continues 

to improve, disparities in learning outcomes between 

digital and print formats are likely to diminish 

further. 
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