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Getting the Most from your Reading

Reading some textbooks can be, paradoxically, both difficult and pretty boring, and many students find that when they’ve finished, they can’t remember what they’ve just read.  We hope to make your reading time a little easier and a lot more productive with these tips.

Some General Suggestions

First of all, try not to get behind.  Reading a chapter of your text may seem like a big chore on a given evening, but the task takes on monumental proportions when you’ve got five chapters to plow through before an exam.  Short and frequent reading sessions are most effective:  it’s easier to understand and remember the material this way.

Shifting Gears in Reading

Most of us think of reading as a fairly automatic process:  we read rapidly with little conscious thought and somehow “absorb” whatever we’re reading.  With most recreational reading -- novels, newspaper articles, etc. -- this is probably true.  But this belief and approach is a mistake when it comes to reading academic materials such as textbooks, manuals, articles or studies.  Instead, you need to read much more carefully and consciously, with a slower, more thoughtful approach.  The job of the academic reader is to understand the author’s ideas and details, to reflect on and evaluate the information and to actively seek to make sense of what is being read.

Skimming

Skimming is a method of rapid reading used when a great deal of material must be covered quickly.  Your goal is to pick up the main ideas or themes of a selection, usually located in the first sentence of each paragraph, without reading the whole piece word by word.  For students, the most useful application of skimming is for pre-reading, which can greatly increase your comprehension of the material and help you to “make sense” of it.  To skim or pre-read a chapter:

1. Read the title of the chapter or article.

2. Read the table of contents.

3. Read the first paragraph or introduction completely.

4. Read the subheadings and the first sentences of the remaining paragraphs.

5. Alternately read and “float” over the body of material, looking for the following:

a) main ideas of paragraphs, with some of the more important supporting details.

b) clue words such as names, dates and qualifying adjectives.

c) direction words that indicate the writer’s agreement or disagreement with the idea.

d) numbered sequences and ideas set off by attention-getting marking, such as italic or boldface type, arrow, asterisks, etc.


6.
If the final paragraph appears to be a summary, read it completely.

Scanning
Scanning is a method of looking over a piece of material to find the answer to a specific question.  It’s a valuable reading device for reviewing or for reading a large volume of material in preparation for writing an essay or term paper.  To scan for information:

1. Let your eyes run rapidly over several lines of print at a time, looking for a specific fact or idea.  Keep in mind the word, date, number, characteristic or name for which you’re looking.

2. If the material is familiar or relatively brief, scan the entire body in a single search.

3. If the material is lengthy or difficult, a preliminary skimming to find the part of the selection in which to scan for particular information will be more profitable.

4. When you find the desired information, read it slowly and carefully.  

Studying a Text with a Specialized Vocabulary

While reading materials for academic subjects, you will often come across specialized vocabulary.  If you are unfamiliar with the subject, you probably will not know the meanings of these words.  In regular reading, you can often rely on context to guess the meaning of an unknown word, but technical or specialized words are different.  Because they are so basic to the understanding of the material, you should not rely on context (or guessing).  Because successful, rapid reading depends upon instantaneous recognition of the vocabulary, it’s important to know the meanings of these words before you attempt to read the selection for comprehension.

While skimming or pre-reading the material, mark (with an asterisk or other symbol) any words with which you are unfamiliar and which appear to be important to the central topic of the work.  Next, learn the meanings of the marked words.  Try reading the sentence in which it appears to see if a definition has been provided by the author.   If not, look in the back of the book to see if there is a glossary.  If no definition can be found in the book, use a good dictionary to look up the word.  If you own the textbook, write the word and its definition in the margin of the page on which it appears.  If not, copy the word and its definition onto a piece of paper.  When you have noted the definitions of all the words that you marked, go over the list until you’re fairly sure you’ll understand them correctly when you meet them in your reading.

Reading to Understand and Remember

Once you have pre-read a chapter and learned any new vocabulary, you can begin to read slowly and carefully, with the goal of understanding.  To increase your comprehension and retention, we strongly recommend using the SQ3R method; please see the Kwantlen handout “The SQ3R Reading Method” for more information.

Sources:  University of Illinois website and Fraser, L.  (1996).  Making your mark (5th ed.) 
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