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Reading more effectively

All the subjects you study at university will require you to read.  Some subjects will demand more reading than others.  Students often find that reading is a very time consuming and demanding task. So how can you learn to be more effective in the reading that you do?

Some myths about reading

You need to read from page 1 to the end.

No.  Efficient readers chose which bits to read and which to ignore based on the reasons for reading.

Reading is a linear process.

No.  Physically the eyes of a fast reader flick back and forth and prediction forms a big part of fast reading.

We read word by word.

No.  The eyes scan groups or clusters of words and most so called “speed reading courses” focus on increasing the number of words in each cluster.
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Some strategies for more effective and efficient reading.

Once you have a recommended text in your hand, remember to be selective about which bits you tackle.  It is rare that you need to read the whole text, usually it is a chapter or a section which will be sufficient.  This really depends on your purpose for reading in the first place, whether it is to answer a specific question or to gather information for an essay or to revise for a test.

· Take down the details of the book, journal, web site so that you can reference it and/or find it again quickly.
· Read for particular key words or phrases-scan the text.
· Read the introduction, the summaries or conclusion, text boxes, questions at the end of the section, notes, sub headings-skim the text to get an overall gist.
· Set a time limit for the chapter or section and review your progress at the end of that time ( spend 50 minutes and then review your understanding).
· Read actively not passively-the information will not magically transfer itself from the page into your memory unless you are active in your approach-ie. highlighting important information and then making notes, asking questions, making links with previous information.
The library

Develop a working knowledge of your library and where the material relevant to your subject is kept.  Remember that there are different systems in each particular library that you will have to get used to.  For example, the Morris Miller uses the Library of Congress system while the Launceston library uses the Dewey Decimal system.  Take a free guided tour.
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The book

You have the book in your hand so you are ready to go.  Check the book against the reading list to make sure you have the correct edition.  Note the author’s name, the place and date of publication.  This is relevant if you are examining the Australian situation but all your sources are American. It is also worth noting when something was published because generally you would not want to use references more than ten years old.

The contents page

It should give you a guide about which chapters or sections are relevant for your topic.

The “blurb” on the back of the book or inside the jacket can be useful in providing details about the author and the purpose of the book.

An index will help you locate precise terms or names.

The references at the end of the book can provide a guide to how well researched the book is and how relevant to your needs.  It can also serve as a starting point for your research or for a literature review.

The text itself- flick through the text, looking at the style of writing, the setting out (sub headings, diagrams, charts, questions).  If it is required reading, you will have no choice but to read it.  However, if you are able to choose between several texts, begin with the one that appeals to you, and tackle the duller text later.  That way you will at least have an understanding of the subject before  you tackle the difficult text. 
 The Morris Miller library has the advantage of a “curriculum collection” which is devoted to texts for trainee teachers.  If you are tackling a very difficult topic, for example a philosophical text, it might be useful to read a simplified version prepared for secondary students as a preparation for the set text on your reading list.

Critical reading

Once you have decided that this book is relevant you need to mine it for information appropriate to the particular question or topic that you are investigating.  This is where your critical reading skills and the strategies of skimming and scanning are useful.

As you read you should be asking questions of the text.  Who says so?  Where is the evidence?  Do I agree?  Does this fit with what I read/heard elsewhere?  So what ?  Is this true for all situations/cultures/businesses?  Is this biased? 
 You are busy looking for information but this will not become knowledge until you have processed it and placed it within the context of your subject discipline.

Question:  What is the difference between going to the library and going to the supermarket?

When you go into Woolworths you generally know what you are there for.  You do not buy everything or go to every shelf or aisle.  You select what you need, what you like and what you can afford. Similarly reading efficiently involves planning and selection.

Skimming

This is a technique for quickly getting a picture of what a text is about.  It involves looking at headings, first sentences, margin notes, diagrams, conclusions, questions in order to gain an overall picture of the contents of the chapter or section.

Scanning

This is a more detailed reading where you are trying to locate  a particular thing-eg. the word “development”  or the expression “civil society” in the text without necessarily reading the whole thing.
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So, to sum up, list three strategies that you will try in the future to improve the efficiency of your reading.  And think about the skills you will need to update to become a really efficient reader.
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