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You have probably had the experience, when reading, of 

realising that you have turned over the last few pages 

without really taking anything in. Don’t be alarmed; it 

happens to everybody, and this leaflet introduces skills 

that will help you avoid that in future. 

 

Remember that you can get lots of study tips and 

resources from succeed@solent on myCourse. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To be effective, reading has to be 
active 
 

If you have a clear purpose in mind, when you open a 

book, your reading will be focussed and more 

productive. You can achieve this by making a list of 

questions for which the book/chapter/article might 

provide answers. As you read further, add to your list of 

questions, going into finer detail.  

 

This will help you to:  

• maintain your interest/concentration; 

• develop your understanding of the material;  

• relate the material to what you already know; 

• relate your reading to what you need to learn. 

 

The reading process 

There is a wide variety of reading styles depending on 

the type of material and the purpose for reading: 

• Leisure reading   

This is the most common form of reading - you progress 

at a steady pace, without needing to be critical, just 

"listening" to what the author is telling you. 

• Skimming  

Running your eyes rapidly down the page. This gives a 

general impression of the content and style of the 

material – helping you decide if it is likely to be useful. 

• Scanning   

Similar to skimming but more focussed. This time you 

are looking for specific information and your eyes should 

latch onto key words. It is used primarily when 

searching for answers to particular questions or to 

locate a specific reference. 

• Reading for learning  

Requires you to consider the full meaning and 

implications of the material, and will generally require 

you to re-read certain sections and to take notes. For 

this kind of reading 200 w.p.m. should be considered 

good. In order to speed things up you will want to avoid 

reading irrelevant material. You should therefore adopt 

a logical and consistent approach to your reading.  

 

A word to the wise 

• Keep a dictionary handy. Reading "past" a word 

you are not certain of can cause you to 

misinterpret the writer’s point.  

• Avoid the temptation to photocopy an article 

after briefly skimming through it and thinking that 

you have read it; you have not. Moreover, you 

certainly have not learnt it. 

 

How to succeed@reading effectively 
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Survey and preview 

A critical survey of the material in question should 

quickly identify the most promising areas for initial 

reading. The following approach provides a quick way of 

assessing how useful a piece of writing may be. 

1. Read any synopsis first. (Does the book/article cover 

the topic you are interested in.) 

2. Read any "conclusions" before starting on the main 

body of the text. (These may be given for the book 

as a whole, or chapter by chapter.  Doing this should 

give you a summary of the arguments put forward 

and the overall conclusions reached, and may save 

you hours of detailed reading.) 

3. Check the index to locate the relevant 

sections/chapters. 

4. Skim the passage first, looking for key words or 

phrases. Pay particular attention to the first 

paragraph of each chapter, as well as: headings, 

sub-headings, diagrams and illustrations. This will 

home you in quickly to relevant material 

 

Critical analysis 

Having located the relevant material, you need to 

examine it critically comparing it to other opinions and 

your own knowledge of the subject. 

• Look at the introduction to identify the aims and 

approach taken. 

• Look at the conclusion to see what the writer 

hopes to have established. 

• Using the signposts you identified in your initial 

scan, carefully read and re-read the relevant 

text, and try to identify: 

� the main points of the passage; 

� whether it is convincing in terms of the 
argument presented; 

� references to supporting/conflicting material; 

� whether it answers the questions you started 
out with; 

� whether it raises further issues that you will 
have to resolve. 

 

DON`T READ MORE THAN YOU HAVE TO - WHEN YOU 

HAVE ANSWERED ALL YOUR QUESTIONS, STOP.  

 

Recording the results 

• Take notes as you go along - referencing them to 

page/paragraph or even line number, so you can 

easily re-check any material. 

• When you feel you have understood the material 

you should summarise it in expanded note form. 

This will help to clarify your thoughts, and will 

provide you with a permanent record for revision. 

• Include direct quotations where relevant but do not 

let these become a substitute for your own ideas. 

How YOU interpret the material is central! 

• Highlighting and underlining of the primary text 

should be used with great care. Some argue that by 

leaving a trace on the page you can quickly tune 

into your initial thoughts. This may be true, but it 

can stop you viewing the material in a new light. 

Targets 

Most people set themselves a target of a certain 

number of pages per session and plod on regardless of 

the content. A better approach would be to decide 

what you want to learn from the session and to take a 

break when you have achieved it. 

Whichever approach you adopt, be realistic. Learning is 

more effective when spread out - little and often, e.g. 

four sessions of 30 minutes will be more effective than 

a single 2-hour session. 

The purpose of reading is not to have a lot of words 

pass in front of your eyes, but to gather information 

and ideas, to test hypotheses and to develop your 

thoughts. Sometimes you will achieve this from the 

detailed reading of a single piece of work. At other 

times, you may gain more by dipping in and out of 

several texts in order to broaden your general 

knowledge of the topic.  
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