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Introduction to Important Reading Strategies and Skills

Introduction to Important Reading Strategies and Skills

The following is a summary of some important reading strategies and skills which can be applied
to all forms of English reading. While learning to read English, make a conscious effort to put into
practice these strategies and skills.

1. Reading in sense groups 2. Predicting
3. Skimming 4. Scanning
5. Detailed reading 6. Guessing unknown words
7. Understanding main ideas 8. Recognizing important facts and details
9. Inferring 10. Understanding text organization
11. Recognizing signal words 12. Understanding figurative language
13. Assessing a writer’s purpose 14. Evaluating a writer’s attitude

1. Reading in sense groups

Understanding what you are reading is important; but the speed with which you read is important,
too. While making constant efforts to improve your reading comprehension, you should try consciously
to increase your reading speed. Reading in sense groups is an easy, yet effective, way of picking up
speed and fluency.

How should you read this sentence?

Example 1: He could not help thinking that if anything should happen, the nearest person he
could contact by radio, unless there was a ship nearby, would be on an island 885
miles away.

A poor reader is apt to move his eyes from word to word, while an efficient reader will move
his eyes from sense group to sense group so that he will be able to acquire sufficient speed to read
fluently with good comprehension:

He could not help —

thinking that —
if anything should happen, —

the nearest person —
he could contact by radio, —

unless there was a ship nearby, —
would be on an island —

885 miles away.

2. Predicting

Before you read a text in detail, it is possible to predict what information you may find in it. You will
probably have some knowledge of the subject already, and you can use this knowledge to help you
anticipate what the reading text contains.
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After looking at the title, for example, you can ask yourself what you do and do not know about the
subject before you read the text. Or you can formulate questions that you would like to have answered
by reading the text. These exercises will help you focus more effectively on the ideas in a text when
you actually start reading.

To help you predict, you may also use skimming and scanning skills as described below.

3. Skimming
Skimming involves reading quickly through a text to get an overall idea of its contents. Features of

the text that can help you include the following:

(a) Title

(b) Subtitle(s)

(c) Details about the author

(d) Abstract

(e) Introductory paragraph

(f) First, second and last sentences of body paragraphs

(g) Concluding paragraph

A text may not contain all of these features — there may be no abstract, for example, or no
subtitles — but you can usually expect to find at least (a), (e), (f) and (g). Focusing on these will give
you an understanding of the overall idea or gist of the text you are reading — in other words, a general
understanding as opposed to a detailed reading.

Another term for this kind of reading is surveying. Surveying can be described as looking quickly
through a book, chapter of a book, article from a journal, etc., to decide whether or not it is suitable for
your purpose. To decide whether or not a text is suitable, especially if it is a book, you will also need to
focus on the following features in addition to those mentioned above:

(a) Edition and date of publication

(b) Table of contents

(c) Foreword

(d) Introduction

(e) Index

4. Scanning

When you scan a text, again you look quickly through it. However, unlike skimming, scanning
involves looking for specific words. Scanning involves rapid reading for the specific rather than the
general, for particular details rather than the overall idea.

When you read a text, for example, you may want to find only a percentage figure or the dates
of particular historical events instead of the main ideas. Scanning will help you find such information
more efficiently.

5. Detailed reading
A second and third reading of a text will focus on the secondary ideas and details which support,
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explain and develop the main ideas. This can be described as a more comprehensive reading. It
involves a slower and more careful reading process. At this stage you can also try to guess the
meaning of unfamiliar vocabulary.

6. Guessing unknown words

It is unlikely that you will understand 100 percent of the vocabulary in a text, especially at a first
reading. Use first the context and then your own knowledge of the subject to help you guess the meaning
of unknown words. At your first reading of a text it is usually best not to stop and consult a dictionary.
This will interrupt your process of reading and understanding. Often the meaning of unfamiliar words
and phrases becomes clear as you continue to read through the text. The dictionary can be used at a
later stage.

In using context to help you guess unknown vocabulary, refer first to immediate context and
then to the wider context in which a word is found. The immediate context is the sentence in which a
word is found, and sometimes the sentences immediately before and after this. The wider context can
include other sentences and even other paragraphs in a text. Both forms of context can often provide
important information that helps you guess the meaning of unfamiliar words. It is possible to find hints
or clues about a word’s meaning from the context. Definition, restatement, general knowledge, related
information, examples, comparison, contrast and word formation could give you some hints or clues to
the meaning of unfamiliar words.

Example 2: This includes poultry for the main course (e.g. chicken, turkey, duck, goose),
salads, breads, and vegetables, and features a variety of desserts, for example,
pies, puddings, and ice cream.

7. Understanding main ideas

You will practice recognizing the main ideas contained within a text. In the process of skimming
you will already have identified some of these main ideas. During a second and third reading you
can recognize and understand them more fully. Each paragraph will usually contain one main idea,
sometimes referred to as the paragraph topic.

The reading materials provide several exercises which help you identify and understand the
main ideas in a text. Knowing the key points in a reading text is vital in assessing its importance and
relevance for your needs. Understanding the main ideas will also lead you to an understanding of a
writer’s organization.

Example 3: One hundred years ago, school teachers were expected to provide a variety
of services in addition to their teaching duties and to behave themselves in an
exemplary (serving as an example) manner. They cared for the oil lamps, tended
the fire, and supplied their students with sharp pencils. After a long day in the
classroom, they were expected to spend some time every evening reading the
Bible. Women teachers could not marry, and barber shops were off limits to men
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teachers. Of course, alcohol and tobacco were forbidden.
Which statement best expresses the main idea?
A. Teachers performed domestic tasks.
B. The teaching profession demanded total dedication.
C. Teachers needed the guidance of religion.
D. Teachers set good examples by not using tobacco and alcohol.

8. Recognizing important facts and details

To understand the main idea thoroughly, however, you must recognize the important facts or
details which help develop or support it. These facts and details give you a deeper understanding of
the main idea. They may prove a point, show a relationship between ideas, or serve as examples to
help you understand the main idea more fully. Here are some ways to help you recognize important
facts or details:

1) Read for the main idea. If you have identified the main idea, you can more easily
recognize the important facts that support it.

2) Keep it in mind that not all facts or details are equally important. Look only for the facts
that are related to the main idea.

3) To check on your understanding of the material you have read, review the facts or details
which you have identified as the main idea. If adding up the facts or details does not lead
logically to the main idea, you have failed either to identify the main idea or to recognize
the important supporting details.

9. Inferring

Sometimes a writer will suggest or express something indirectly in a text. In other words, a writer
will imply something and leave it to the reader to infer or understand what is meant. When writers
do this, they rely to some extent on the knowledge of their readers — knowledge of a subject or
cultural knowledge, for example. Inferring a writer's meaning is sometimes important in the process of
understanding a reading text. Readers have to read between the lines for complete understanding of a
passage. Compare the following examples:

Example 4: When the phone finally rang, Joe leaped from the edge of his chair and grabbed
for it.

Example 5: Joe was very nervous and anxious as he waited for an important phone call.
Unable to relax for a moment, he sat on the edge of his chair. When the phone
rang, Joe reached for it with great eagerness.

10. Understanding text organization

Writers structure, or organize, their writing in many different ways. Recognizing the way in which
a text has been organized will help you understand its meaning more fully. A writer may want, for
example, to outline a situation, discuss a problem and propose a solution. This will usually result in
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a particular pattern of organization. Or a writer may want to compare and contrast two ideas and will
choose basic structures commonly used to compare and contrast.

Another feature related to organization is a writer’'s use of time. To give an account of events
or describe a process, writers will often use a chronological order, in which events are recounted in
the order in which they have occurred. Other writers will choose to organize an account of events in
different ways, perhaps with repeated contrasts between past and present time.

11. Recognizing signal words
Signal words, which authors use in writing, provide an aid for the reader to grasp the thread of
thought in the material. By using signal words to predict what may come next, the reader can decide
whether he should speed up his reading, slow down or pause to make sure what is being read is
understood. Recognizing signal words, therefore, becomes important to improvement both in reading
speed and in comparison.
There are five basic groups of signal words. You probably know all of them as words, but perhaps
you've never realized their important functions in reading and writing. The five groups are:
1) words that signal more of the same, including furthermore, and, more than that, also,
likewise, moreover, in addition, what is more, for instance, for example;
2) words that change the direction of thought, including although, however, on the contrary,
but, in spite of, otherwise, despite, nevertheless, yet,
3) words that signal an order or sequence of events, including first, second, third, and so
on, then, after, before, next, last, afterwards, finally;
4) words that signal a summary, including as a result, finally, therefore, accordingly, in short,
thus, consequently, in conclusion, so, in brief, in a word,
5) words that signal cause and effect, including because, for this reason, so, therefore, as,
since, consequently.

12. Understanding figurative language

Writers use figurative language — language that compares — to produce images in their
descriptions or narrations. Sometimes non-human things are given human features (personification);
sometimes comparisons are made using the words like or as (simile); more often comparisons are not
stated but suggested (metaphor).

Example 6: Time and tide wait for no man.
He is as stupid as an ass.
All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players.

Figurative language is an important stylistic device that writers use. It makes their description or
narration more vivid and interesting. Understanding figurative language is an important reading skill
which helps readers to recognize the “secret power” of words and appreciate the sensory impression
and emotional reactions created by authors.
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13. Assessing a writer’s purpose

Once you understand the organization of a text, you can then recognize the writer’s purpose more
clearly. The text organization a writer selects will partly depend upon his or her particular purpose. A
writer may want to inform or persuade, and he or she will select a structure or pattern of organization
according to this purpose.

A writer may also intend to do both of these things in a written text — to inform as will as
persuade. In such cases it is often helpful to try to assess which of these purposes seems to be more
important or dominant.

14. Evaluating a writer’s attitude

Writers are not necessarily neutral or objective when they write, particularly if they are trying to
persuade readers to agree with their opinions. It is important that you recognize what an author’s
attitude is in relation to the ideas or information being presented. This is because such attitudes can
influence the ways in which information is presented. You will be looking at ways in which a writer’s
attitude may be identified. You will also practice evaluating how relatively neutral or biased his or her
attitude may be.
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