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An Introduction to Some
Basic Reading Skills

Everyone wants to be a gooed reader, that is, to be able
to read quickly and effectively; but not all of us are success-
ful. It all Hepends on our reading methods. In this respect,
Towards A Good Reader can be your friend, for it is going to
show you some skills that will lead you to rapid and successful
reading.

There are various skills in reading, some of them are basic
and some advanced. Towards A Good Reader (Book I) will
show you two of the most important basic reading skills—how
to catch the main idea and how to guess the meaning of
unfamiliar words. At the same time, it will also introduce
to you the methods of skimming and scanning, which can
quicken your reading speed, and the methods of drawing
conclusions and making summaries, which will improve your
understanding.

In order to give you a general idea of these reading skills,

we are going to introduce them here, so that you will not
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begin your reading without knowing what you are going to
learn.
I. How to Catch the Main Idea

How to catch the main idea is one of the most imvortant
basic skills you need to acquire. Usually one reads for the
general meaning of an article, not for every detail in it. To
form a general idea without being confused by the details,
you must learn to identify the topic sentences, key words, and
main paragraphs in an article.

A topic sentence presents the topic of a2 paragraph. In most
cases one paragraph deals with one idea only. If you can
find out the topic sentence, you will understand what the
paragraph is about.

A paragraph usually has one, and very seldom, two topic
sentences. Other sentences serve the purpose of develeping or
illustrating the topic. Quite often the topic sentence is placed
at the beginning of a paragraph. Sometimes, however, you
will find it in the middle or at the end. Draw a line under
those sentences which you think are the most important
while you read, and you will not miss the topic sentence.

" Sometimes a topic sentence only introduces to you the
topic of the paragraph but does not tell you the main idea.
And sometimes you will not find a topic sentence in a para-

graph at all, especially in a story. But that will not prevent
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you from understanding the text, for you still have key words
that will give you clues to the main idea.

A key word is usually a noun or a verb that tells vou what
happens in the passage. It can also be an adjective, or an
adverb, or a phrase that gives you the specific information
you need to understand the main idea. If you can find out
these key words and put them together, the meaning of the
text will become clear to you.

In function, the main paragraph in an article is somewhat
like the topic sentence in a paragraph in that it presents the
topic, the most essential idea, or the conclusion of the article.

There are vsually several main paragraphs in a well-organized
article. The beginning paragraph often gives an introduction
to the topic of the article; the paragraph at the end may
present the conclusion of the topic discussed; while the main
paragraphs in the middle constitute the main idecas of the
article. 'Try to find out these main paragraphs but just glance
over the supporting paragraphs, and you will not get cons
fused but will be able to read quickly and cffectively.

II. How to Guess the Meaning of Unfamiliar Words

How to guess the meaning of unfamiliar words is also one
of the indispensable skills in rapid and successful reading.
By using proper methods for guessing, you will be able to get

the meanng of a word in a particular context and to read
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quickly without constantly consulting the dictionary.

Not all the new words in a text need guessing. You only
guess those key words without which you will not understand
thc main idea. As for technical terms or uncommon nouns
which are difficult to guess without sufficient knowledge in
the particular field, you’d better consult your dictionary.

There are two principal methods for making reasonable
guesses. One is to guess by following context clues.

A word is not an isolated unit in a sentence. It is closely
related to the words in the same sentence, even to the words
in the preceding and following sentences. These words are
called context clues, for they will always help you to discover
the meaning of an unfamiliar word.

Look at the following sentence:

He picked up a heavy encyclopedia from the bookshelf.
Although the word “encyclopedia” may be strange to you,
you will not hesitate to say that it must be a very thick book.
Why? Because it is heavy and is put on a bookshelf.

Look at the following sentence again:

He was riding on a pulka, a sled pulled by reindeer.
“Pulka” may be a new word to you, but you can understand
its meaning perfectly, hecause the phrase behind it gives you
a clear definition of the word.

Explanation and description can also lead you to the
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meaning of a word.
Look at the following sentences:
a. I played a dual role in the play. In the first act I was
a teenager, and in the second act I was middle-aged.
b. Walrss is also a sea animal. It has two long teeth, like
the ivory tusks of an elephant.
Can you guess the meaning of “dual” and “walrus”?
Synonyms and antonyms arc also important clues for guess-
ing. Look at the following sentences:
a. Unlike his brother, who was quite friendly and lovable,
Stephen was quite standoffish.
b. A sad and pathetic sensc of being lost hangs over the
city.
Can you guess the meaning of “standoffish” and “pathetic”?
Comparison and contrast can also shed light on the mean-
ing of a word. Look at the following sentences:
a. The child is as fragile as chinaware.
b. My friend is diligent, but her brother does not like
working at all.
Can you guess the meaning of “fragile” and “diligent”?
Consequence and result, cause and effect are also important
clues. Look at the following questions:

a. Jim poured a bail of water on the fire. It was

extinguished shortly after, smoidering only for a while.



b. John had worked continuously for 48 hours. That was

why he was so exhausted.

¢. All the houses in the city collapsed during the earth-

quake.
Can you guess the meaning of “extinguished”, ‘“‘smoldering”,
“exhausted” and “collapsed”?

Keeping an eye on the affixes and stems is another way
for making sensible guesses. Sometimes you will come across
such “big words™ as psychology, bilateral, electrocardiogram,
etc., which are very difficult to guess even with context clues.
But if you know that “psycho” means minds, “ology” means
science or study, “bi” means two, “lateral’® means side,
“electro” means electric, “cardio” means heart, and ‘“‘gram”
means record, you will not find it difficult to guess their
meaning. These works in fact, are made up of stems and
affixes of Latin or Greek origin.

A stem is the root of many words. If you can recognize
the root of the word, you can at least know half its meaning.
In this textbook about 50 stems are offered to you. Study
them and try to memorize them. They will help you to
learn many new words.

An affix is a group of letters placed before or after the
stem of a word to modify its meaning or use. For example,

dishearten, independent, and inactivity are words made up

6



with affixes and stemns. About 50 affixes are offered to you
in this textbook. They will also help you to recognize many
strange words.

III. Skimming and Scanning

Skimming and scanning are two important speed-reading
skills. Skimming is quick reading for the general idea of a
passage. Scanning is quick reading for specific information.

To skim you must move your eyes across the line quickly
to locate the key words or topic sentences in the passage.
You should not stop or look back but must always look for-
ward until you come to the end. When you come to those
sentences or paragraphs that give examples, definitions, or
descriptions, skip them. In such a way you will get the
general idea of a passage in the shortest possible time.

To scan, you must first decide what kind of information
you are looking for and what words in the passage can pro-
bably show you the answer, Then move your eyes as quickly
as possible from left to right, or from top to bottom. When
you come to the word or sentence that is closed to the answer,
stop and check. If it gives you the information you want,
stop reading any more. If it isn’t, go on reading until you
find the answer.

For example, if you are asked to find out the information

about some religion in a book, first check the list of contents
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to find the chapter about religion. And if you are asked to
find out the name of a book in a booklist, go quickly through
the list bearing the book’s name in mind. This is somewhat
like consulting a dictionary for a word. But the words you
are looking for are not always those with the information
you want.

IV. Drawing Conclusions and Making Summaries

If you want to improve your understanding, you must
learn to draw the correct conclusions and to make a concise
summarv, Reading is not a process of passive reception.
It is active participation. To read successfully, you should
always anticipate what is going to happen next, or what will
be the outcome, or what is the reason or cause of the event.
And when you finish reading, you should have your own
idea of the passage and express it in your own words. If
you try to form the habit of drawing conclusions and making
summaries, you will notice that your understanding power
is getting better and better.

To draw a correct conclusion, you should be very careful
about those negative words, such as ‘“no”, “not”’, “without”
as well as those negative affixes such as “dis-", “un-""
“_less”. Also you must try to memorize the sequence of
the events to decide what will be the outcome or result.

Most importantly, yon must be able to read between lines,
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that is, to find out the implications or hidden meanings of
the passage, and to recognize those ironies, similics, and
metaphors which may confuse your understanding.

To make a concise summary, you should bear in mind the
most essential things in the passage. You can note down
those key words or topic sentences when you are reading and
put them together, adding some words to make the meaning
complete or cuiting off the unnecessary words. In this
way, you will learn how to write a good summary.

Reading is fun. It should not be a heavy burden. If you
can use the proper reading skills, you practise them con-
scientiously whenever you read, you will find reading very
enjoyable. And you will become a good reader without

knowing it!



1 The Eskimos

1. There are many places on the earth where life is diffi-
cult for man. It is hard in the high mountains of Bolivia
and Tibet; it is hard in the jungles of the Amazon. But
there are very few places on earth where man does not
live. Only on the great sheets of ice that cover Green-
land and Antarctica, and on the highest mountain tops,
where the air is too thin to breathe, are there no people.
Man has even gotten used to living in deserts, in rain
forests, and in frozen regions near the North Pole.

2. The people who live in the Far North are called
Eskimos. They live by hunting and fishing. In their
world cf ice and snow it is impossible to grow plants for
food. In the summers the top of the ground thaws, but
only to a depth of a foot or two. The only plants that
grow in this cold land are a few kind of grass and moss.

3. The winters are long, cold, and dark. Indeed, in

December the sun never appears above the horizon.
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