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Reading

In order to do well in your studies you will need to be an efficient reader of academic texts. This could mean improving your general reading skills and developing your academic reading skills. Some people come to university with good reading skills, but find that academic reading requires a new approach. 

Many students are concerned about the amount of reading that they are expected to do at university, so they want to improve their reading skills. There are ways you can develop your reading skills so that you can read better and faster. In this section you will find information on:
ACADEMIC READING

· Coping with the amount of reading

· Understanding difficult reading

· Using analysis while you read

TIPS FOR EFFECTIVE READING
· Reading faster

· Developing the ability to concentrate on your reading 

ACADEMIC READING
Many students are alarmed when they see how many references there are on a book list. There is not enough time to read all the texts carefully. You will need to develop the ability to recognise what is important to read and how to use what you read.

Coping with the amount of reading

Types of Reading

You cannot read everything, so you must decide which texts are important to read. 

· There is prescribed or compulsory reading. 

· There is suggested or additional reading, which is useful when you want to learn more about a specific topic. 

· There is reading for research, which you need to do when you are conducting an inquiry 

Take a Staged Approach

Review one text at a time, rather than worrying about everything you are supposed to read.

For the first reading, and if you are preparing for classes, try reading for the big picture rather than trying to learn all the details. 

You will find some writing styles are easier to understand than others. 

Some students find that they can gain an understanding from texts which have long explanations and use a lot of words. By contrast, other students prefer texts which use headings, explanations in point form, tables and diagrams. When you are new to a subject, initially try using texts such as Introduction to … or ask your lecturer to recommend an introductory text. 

Which text style do you prefer? Skim a text in order to recognise the writing style. Reading your preferred text first might aid your understanding. 

Understanding difficult reading

Academic writing deals with sophisticated ideas that are not always easy to understand. Gaining knowledge in a subject is a building process. While you may only understand a little when you first read a text, use this understanding as a foundation on which to build more knowledge. Your capacity to understand and learn will increase as you become more familiar with a particular subject.

What you know, and what you need to learn
Ask yourself what you already know about the topic, and most importantly ask yourself what you need to learn from the text (for example, you may be reading with study questions ahead of your tutorial, or reading for a particular essay topic). Having a specific purpose will keep you focussed as you work through difficult material. It will also help you to judge how useful each text will be, and which parts to read most closely. 

You’ll read more efficiently if you understand how the reading is organised. Academic texts are typically organised to make their purpose visible to the reader. 
Text Organisation
Look at how the text is organised:

· Quickly read through the title page, any prefaces and the contents. Understanding the structure of a text will help you to find the message. 

· What is at the beginning? Some articles have an abstract. This will tell you about the focus of the paper and what the researchers found. The introduction usually tells the reader what the main point of the text is and what will be covered in the following paragraphs or sections. Many authors outline their purpose in the first few paragraphs. 

· What is at the end? The conclusion reminds readers of what they have just read. Many authors summarise their important findings in the conclusion. 

How is information presented? Some texts use graphics to give information, and this could help you to understand the associated writing. Some articles use headings, which can guide the reader. Some texts are divided into sections and/or paragraphs. A paragraph often contains an idea or claim which is relevant to the main topic and which is supported with evidence and examples.
Skim the text

Move your eyes quickly over the page to get an overall impression. Skim read:

· The title 

· Headings and sub-headings 

· Introduction and abstract 

· Boldfaced print, italics and underlined 

·  First sentences of each paragraph, or section 

· Graphs, charts, maps, tables… 

· Summary 

· Study questions
Scan the text
Find any main points. These may be at the beginning of paragraphs or sections. If not, look for a pattern in the placement of statements which make claims and the sentences which explain the claims or give examples. ‘Writers in the British academic tradition, including Australians, usually put the point of each paragraph in the first sentence (the “topic” sentence); Americans often put it in the last sentence.’ (Dr Kate Chanock, 2002, Getting your head around the B.A., LTUB Academic Skills Unit
Look for key words. Find specific points that you want to learn about or you can use for your research. 

‘What kind of text are you reading? Get an overview. 

A general textbook is written to teach students the main ideas in a field, rather than arguing an individual point of view. Read the headings first, and any "teaching devices" like summaries or questions following the chapters. Also, note what questions your subject guide asks. Then you'll see the answers as you read, and make notes of those.

A specialised book or article often argues (ie, demonstrates, with evidence) a particular idea (its “thesis”) about the subject matter, which may or may not agree with others. (Often you are asked to compare readings because they don't agree; discuss the differences and which idea makes better sense, and why.) These arguments don't always begin with the author's main idea. They may begin with the context of what others have said, that this author is either going to take further or to raise doubts about. Usually his/her own idea comes next. You can check whether you've found it by looking at the conclusion, because it's usually restated there. Then read the rest.

A research article, in a scientific discipline, has a standard structure: Abstract (a brief summary of the whole article -- READ THIS!); Introduction (stating the aim or problem of the study); Methods (what was done, with what materials, equipment, etc); Results (what the study found out); Discussion (what the results mean, whether they agree or disagree with previous studies, and any problems with them); Conclusions, and perhaps recommendations based on the results. If you read the introduction and then the discussion, you can go to the other sections knowing the purpose and outcome of the study. You may meet readings of this kind in science subjects and, if you’re doing a B.A., in disciplines like Linguistics, Archaeology, Psychology, and Sociology.

A report begins with a Summary, so that you can get an overview before plunging into the Introduction, Discussion, Conclusion, and Recommendations.

Primary sources may be fiction, letters, diaries, public or private records of many kinds -- all sorts of things. They weren't written to present any main idea to an academic readership, so you're not looking for a thesis, argument, or conclusions. You'll read with questions that you bring from the subject you're doing, and make notes of anything that helps you to answer those -- often, does this source confirm or contradict (or both) a theory that you’re studying this week?’

(Dr. Kate Chanock, 2002, Getting your head around the B.A., LTUB Humanities Academic Skills Unit) 

Use a Subject Specific Dictionary

Does the text have its own dictionary - a glossary? Subject specific texts are available in the library.

A discipline can have its own language and it takes time to become familiar with the specific terms. You might need to keep a record of new subject specific words and their meanings. 
Background Knowledge 

 Ask yourself what you already know about the topic. Consider what experience and knowledge you bring to the text. Does the text you are reading assume some prior knowledge? You may want to look at an encyclopaedia for brief background.  But don’t use your encyclopaedia as a reference for your assignment, because most lecturers don’t consider them sufficiently in-depth or specialised.
Finding the Main Points

There are some strategies you can use to find what is likely to be a main point.

A main point often occurs when a writer argues a claim by making a point or presenting an idea. This main point will then be supported by examples, reasons, evidence or explanation for this position.

Making Sense of Main Points

Sometimes you are trying to understand arguments/theories/ideas which are difficult to make sense of. Try reading the examples, reasons, evidence or explanations then returning to the main point and see if it now makes more sense.

Reread any paragraphs that do not make any sense. You might need to look for important words.

Ask yourself: 

· “What is the writer saying?” 

· “What points are used to build the argument/main point?” 

· “What evidence is given to support the points?” 

It will help your concentration to write down the main points and to make notes on the text as you read.

It takes time and effort to understand academic articles. You will need patience and persistence, and you might need to build up your concentration span.

Using analysis while you read

It is not enough to understand what you read, nor is it enough to collect information. You are also expected to reflect on what you are reading and to make judgements. In order to do this you first need to ask questions and think about how the subject matter is presented - to behave like an academic detective. Following are some examples of the sort of questions you could ask.

Consider the context of what you are reading
· When was the article written? 

· Consider the history of that time, and be aware of any current interest in this subject. Are the ideas still important now? 

· Who wrote the article? 

· What audience is the work intended for?

How are the ideas presented?

· How well does the writer use language? 

· Does the writer use emotive language? 

· Does the writer use persuasive terms? 

Pay attention to the language of the discipline, because different subjects talk about knowledge in different ways.

Are the author’s aims clearly stated? Are these consistent with what is discussed in the body of the text?

Have the ideas been fully developed?

· Is there enough information? 

· Is too much information included? 

Is a particular theory, framework or method employed? Is it clearly presented?

Argument and evidence

What is the author’s standpoint/central claim or purpose? Assess the strength of the claim/argument.

· Does it cover enough 

· Is it specific? 

Consider how the writer's standpoint is developed.

· What evidence has been presented? What evidence has not been presented? 

· Is the evidence convincing? Is it logical? 

· Where does the evidence come from - statistical evidence, primary data, literature...? 

· Does the writer make his/her position clear?  

· Is the writer objective?   

· Look for personal opinion.  

· Consider the interpretation of the data and ask if it seems to be manipulated to meet the author’s position. 

Is the conclusion reasonable? Does it relate to the writer's central position?

Consider other texts

Review the other literature on the same topic. Remember you are not looking for the 'correct' answer, rather your knowledge is developed through understanding multiple view points. 

· Do the findings of other researchers/authors confirm what is concluded? 

· If there are differences in the research findings find out why? 

· Are there other approaches to the issue under discussion? 

· What do experts in this field say? 

· Does this article advance knowledge on the subject? 

· Does the writer make suggestions? Are they realistic?

References
Arnaudet, M & M. Barrett (1984) Approaches to Academic Writing. New Jersey: Prentice-Hall Inc.

For more ideas about how to develop critical analysis skills: 

· http://www.coun.uvic.ca/learn/crit.html
Victoria University. A method for applying critical approaches to your reading. 
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http://www.utoronto.ca/writing/critrdg.html
University of Toronto. Clear explanations of how to approach critical reading and some useful tips. 

TIPS FOR MORE EFFECTIVE READING 

Reading faster

Fast readers do not read every word. But I hear you say, "What if I miss something?" You do not have to read every individual word to follow a text.

The following sentences reveal that you can get meaning without having to read every____. You____ read this sentence even when there are _____ words, because you use your intelligence __ fill in the gaps. Even if p__t of a w___d is mi__s__g you ____ still r___d it. 

In order to avoid reading every word you can practise increasing the rate your eyes move across the page. Rather than reading from left to right, fast readers will move their eyes up and down the page to find the important words. Fast readers select words, and they read groups of words. Their motive is not to understand every word, rather it is to seek answers. Effective readers will adjust their reading speed. Sometimes they will skim; sometimes they will read carefully. They also predict what they are likely to learn next.

Look for specific words

· Scan a section for key words. 
· Skim to the words that provide meaning. 

Become an impatient reader 

· Fast readers are impatient readers 

· They read with a purpose. 

· They want to find answers. 

· They make predictions and guess the answers. 

But some students say, "What if I think ahead while I am reading but my predictions are wrong?" 

Predicting is useful because all your concentration is focused on the reading and making sense of it. 

In order to make meaning, while reading fast you can use connecting words. Sign words such as, moreover, also, furthermore tell you that there will be more of the same, while contrast words such as but, although, rather tell you that the message will now go in another direction. 

You might need to change your predictions.

Fast readers predict what the text is likely to tell them next, but they are not upset if a prediction is wrong, they quickly adjust their expectations.

Different speeds for different material

You do not need to read every word to understand a text, however some texts will require careful reading, so you need to know when to adjust your reading speed. Skim a text, then decide if a slower reading approach is necessary. 

Practice activity 

In order to avoid reading every word you must increase the rate your eyes move across the page. 

Choose easy material for practice. Sweep your eyes faster across the page than you’ve ever done before. Do not mouth the words; do not even mentally say them. 

Start with short practice periods, eg 3 minutes. Practise daily and try to read more each day 

References on how to increase reading speed:

· BrainDance http://braindance.com/bdiread2.htm
 This is a commercial site, which has some interesting activities. Have a look at the sections Exercise for training your eyes to take in larger groups of words and How to eliminate subvocalization.
There is a good use of images which could help you to understand some of the explanations. 

· Tips for Increasing Reading Speed http://www.coun.uvic.ca/learn/program/hndouts/rdgspeed.html
 From the University of Victoria, Counselling Services: a list of simple strategies which you could put into practice. There are also more pages to develop other reading skills. 

Developing the ability to concentrate on your reading

Academic reading can be very demanding. The concepts are often difficult to understand, and the writing style is usually formal. Initially you might find that you need frequent breaks. It is more productive to take a short break and return to your reading, than to spend hours staring at a text hoping that eventually physical contact will transfer the words to the brain. 
Self Monitor

After three or four paragraphs stop and ask yourself whether or not you understand the text. 

You might need to reread the text in order to: 

· mark the words/terms you didn’t understand 

· find some key words 

· find main/specific points 

· and isolate supporting evidence

Personalise the text

When you put what you are reading into your own words or relate the ideas to your study and interests, you are being an active learner.

You can write notes on the page and underline important terms (of course only on photocopies and personal books).

Reflect

This is an important step in your learning because you are actively thinking about what you are learning and what else you need to know.

At the end of your reading recall the key concepts.

You can show how these ideas are connected - try making a diagram, a picture, or use lines. An example of a concept map with main concept in the centre, linking to associated ideas (sub-headings) is below. 
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Figure 5.3 Keyword Notes on Improving Reading Speed
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(Lashley, C., 1995, Improving study skills: A competence approach. London: Cassell.)
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Concept Map on Improving Reading Speed
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