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Reading Strategies and Speed Reading

Peri Batliwala, Judith Cattermole, Robert McLaren and Rachel Simpson

Developmental objectives

This chapter aims to help you:

· understand your present reading habits

· choose what to read

· use your library

· apply an efficient reading strategy to your reading

· understand how comprehension can be enhanced

· understand how reading speed can be improved

· understand how text-to-speech and Optical Character Recognition (OCR) software can enhance reading.

Reading at college or university

It is obvious but necessary to state that one of the greatest demands of college or university life for any student is the reading load, in terms of both quantity and complexity. Reading is often harder for students with dyslexia and other specific learning differences (SpLDs) due to difficulties with processing information (see Introduction), and some individuals experience visual stress (see below). There is some variation in reading demands, depending on the course chosen, but it is fair to say that if you cannot read efficiently and with reasonable fluency, you will feel overwhelmed and under-equipped for all the tasks required of you: undertaking research, writing essays, understanding lectures and, ultimately, sitting exams. It is critical therefore as a student with dyslexia or other SpLDs with reading difficulties, that you seek help with prioritising texts on reading lists, by asking your tutors which are the most essential texts and learning any strategies that make it possible for you to read efficiently and with good understanding.

Many students with SpLDs report that they can ‘sit for hours reading and that nothing goes in’. The following useful tips can help you to avoid this:

· Adopt a reading strategy (see below).

· Set aside specific time slots for reading in your weekly schedule (see Chapter 1) and try to stick to them:

· break up your reading into chunks of 30- or 45-minute slots – if you are losing concentration use shorter slots

· it will keep you on schedule and avoid the temptation of ‘doing it later’

· it will stop you reading for longer than you have allocated in a particular subject area.

· Change your activity when you are losing concentration.

Visual stress (scotopic sensitivity/Meares–Irlen syndrome)

Visual stress affects a number of students with dyslexia and other SpLDs. If you have difficulty reading black typeface on white background, or you see ‘rivers of white’ running down the page, or the words become jumbled, you may have visual stress. Although you can follow this up with a formal assessment, which will determine the colours that suit you, you can help yourself at very little cost. Go to a stationery shop and try out some different coloured plastic folders. Put a sheet of reading material with black text on white paper into the folder and see which colour improves your ability to read and reduces your visual discomfort. On your computer you can also use a coloured background or screen tinting software. Explore different colours to see which suits you – this simple strategy can often help with reading difficulties and managing fatigue.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Reading’ and ‘Screen Tinting’

For more information about visual stress see the following websites:

· British Dyslexia Association – visual stress: www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/dyslexic/eyes-and-dyslexia

· Institute of Optometry – dyslexia and vision: www.ioo.org.uk/dyslexia.htm

Ideal conditions for reading

Reading is easier if you are sitting in a comfortable, well-lit environment. Most importantly, set up or choose your environment so that you feel relaxed – some students prefer to read in a coffee shop or in an outside space, rather than a library! Good posture optimises reading and comprehension. Sitting upright enables the brain to receive the maximum flow of air and blood, and means that lower back pain and shoulder aches are relieved. The brain ‘sits up and pays attention’ because the body is alert. Your eyes can make full use of their peripheral vision. Sit at a table in a relaxed, upright posture with the book on the table in front of you at a distance of about 50 cm. Some students find music or natural sounds such as those found at www.calm.com helpful for concentration when reading.

Choosing what to read

Students with SpLDs can find reading time consuming and can have difficulty synthesising large quantities of notes and information. It is, therefore, particularly important to select reading material carefully so that it accurately targets the areas of knowledge that are needed.

A focused approach to reading is likely to follow broadly the same process, whatever the topic.

Stage 1

Begin with a textbook that covers the entire topic in one chapter to give yourself an overview of the key facts and theories. Set up your preferred notes framework (see Chapter 4) and include the key facts and theories, leaving plenty of space for the addition of further detail and comments.

Stage 2

Follow this up with books that cover specific aspects of the topic in greater detail, but still in easily manageable chapters, to develop a detailed knowledge of the topic. Add detail to the set of notes you started at Stage 1.

Stage 3

Use more in-depth books (which may be long and cover only a small part of the topic) to fill in any gaps that remain in your knowledge. Identify those gaps before launching into the book, and use the contents page and index to ensure you are reading material that is relevant to those gaps. Add the information that you find into the relevant place on your Stage 1 and 2 notes.

Stage 4

Read recent journal articles for the latest research or debates. Incorporate what you have learned into your notes.

As part of this process, it is useful to spend a certain amount of time organising and planning your reading before you start.

Review your level of knowledge and choose which of the following categories it fits into:

· The topic is entirely new to you (begin at Stage 1).

· You have a broad overview of the topic, but lack detailed knowledge (begin at Stage 2).

· You have detailed knowledge, but a few gaps remain to be filled in (begin at Stage 3).

· You have detailed knowledge but wish to read up about the latest research and debates to ensure that your knowledge and arguments are entirely current (begin at Stage 4).

Review any reading lists you have been given for your module. They may be annotated with suggestions from your tutors as to which books to read.

Look up relevant books on your library catalogue. If the library has multiple copies of a book it is likely that this is a key textbook, which you need to read.

Review any lecture notes or handouts that are relevant to the topic to identify whether you have been given any hints or guidance on what to read.

Plan your reading well in advance. It is possible that many other students will be wishing to borrow the key textbooks at the same time as you. Try to borrow and read these books before the borrowing stampede begins. A good rule of thumb to follow is that, if a book is more than 10 years old, it is important to supplement this reading with more recent readings on the subject.

Following this process will ensure that you do not waste time reading and making notes on material that:

· you do not understand (because you have not developed a base level of knowledge)

· you already know

· is out of date or irrelevant.

Using a library

The library is an important source of help as it provides information and services as well as books, journals and other materials. It is important for you as a student with dyslexia or other SpLDs to take some time to explore the library before you need to start using it.

· Visit and get to know where different things are located before you need to find the materials you require. Often students with SpLDs find it difficult to work in open plan spaces so ask if there are any small, quiet rooms that you can use to study in, to avoid distractions. Sometimes the library can get very busy, so if this bothers you, try to visit at quieter times and when staff will have more time to help you.

· Visit the library website for a summary of all the services on offer and contact details of staff who can help you.

· Contact key members of the library staff, including your subject librarian who will be especially knowledgeable about the resources you are most likely to use. Some libraries have staff who have a special responsibility for helping students with dyslexia and other SpLDs.

Here is a checklist of things to find out from your first visit to the library:

· How do you join the library?

· How many items can be borrowed?

· What materials can you view only in the library – usually called reference materials and which often includes journals?

· How do you reserve books – for example online or by phone?

· Are there any special arrangements for students with dyslexia and other SpLDs – for example, longer borrowing times?

· Where can you use your own laptop with access to power sockets in the library?

· How can you access electronic resources? Speak to your subject librarian.

The main types of materials you will find in a library are:

· Books: These are usually arranged on the shelves by subject. Each book is given a reference or class number and the books are ordered according to these numbers. You can find this number by searching the library catalogue, usually accessed via a computer terminal in the library or online. To do this you will need to know either the author or title or subject. Ensure you have a pen and paper or a smartphone/tablet with you to write down the number before you go to the shelves.

· Journals or periodicals or magazines and newspapers: These are usually shelved alphabetically by title. Remember that if a title starts with the word ‘The’, you must ignore it when looking on the shelves. So, The Labour Law Journal would be in the ‘L’ section of the journals.

· Electronic information: A lot of the material, including journals and abstracts you will need to use, is available online.

Referencing – noting the source

When reading, the student is drawing upon the ideas and research of others, usually as source material for an assignment or examination. To avoid plagiarism (see Chapter 6) it is imperative to acknowledge one’s sources with a reference. Every time you state a fact or make an assertion, it should be supported with a reference to an original source. There is more on referencing in Chapter 6 but the first steps are taken when reading. When reading an academic piece (see Chapter 4) always record the following:

· Author’s name and initials. If there are two or three authors, note all their names and initials; if there are more than three just note the first and write ‘et al.’, which is short for et alia, Latin for ‘and others’.

· Date of publication.

· Title of book or paper.

· Edition.

· Place of publication.

· Publisher.

· If the piece is in a journal, also note down the journal name, volume, issue or part number and the first and last page numbers of the article.

· The page numbers of quotations taken from the text.

There is a range of useful assistive technology software and applications (Apps) for referencing available including Zotero, Mendeley and RefME (see Chapter 6 Referencing).

GO to DnA resources webpage: www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Referencing’

Using a reading strategy

McLoughlin and Leather observe, ‘A good reader possesses meta-cognitive skills [see Chapter 2] in reading, and is aware of the purpose of reading’ (2013: 76). When you read with a purpose it can give you more focus, so that all the time you are reading you are on task and no time is wasted.

All reading strategies employ three different types of reading – namely, skimming, scanning and reading for meaning. Skimming requires you to look quickly over a piece of text to check for the main features; scanning requires you to look for something specific such as an answer to a question; while reading for meaning requires reading to comprehend the text (comprehension is explained in the section below).

Two of the reliable and well-known strategies are:

· SQ3R Survey, Question, Read, Recall, and Review (Ott, 1997: 182).

· PASS Preview, Ask and Answer Questions, Summarise and Synthesise (McLoughlin and Leather, 2013: 151).

To help you try one or more of these strategies we will look at the most well-known of these, SQ3R, in more detail.

The stages of the SQ3R Method are:

Survey: Look over the section or paragraph you are reading. This requires you to skim read to determine the length of the piece and if there are any subheadings or topic sentences you can then use for the next stage.

Question: If there are subheadings in the text, turn them into questions to give you a purpose for your reading. If there are no subheadings, look at the first sentence of each paragraph to see if it is a topic sentence. Change this into a question so that you can read the remainder of the paragraph to find the answer.

Read: This requires you to read for meaning so that you can answer the question you have raised in the previous step.

Recall: This stage ensures that you have understood the text you have read and can recall the information to answer the question you have raised. This may require you to scan the text for information such as a date or name.

Review: This final stage requires you to think about the information you have read and to reflect on whether you agree with it and whether it fits in with other reading you have done on the subject.

Additionally, there are often clues to content in the structure of many paragraphs. Therefore, it may be a good idea to focus on and absorb the topic sentence and concluding sentence of a paragraph, and key words and phrases.

GO to SQ3R Reading Comprehension

PASS differs slightly from SQ3R. Preview, Ask and Answer Questions are similar to Survey, Question and Read, but with greater emphasis on answering questions as you read (see Chapter 8). The Summarise stage is Recall with note making (Chapter 4) and Synthesise implies reducing material as you analyse it and make notes.

Again, whichever strategy you choose, the important thing is that you are actively engaging with the material to take what you need from it. This puts you in control of your reading.

What is comprehension?

To put it simply, there would be no point in reading if we did not understand what the words meant. To put it more technically, comprehension:

when applied to reading is an ability to understand and recall the contents of what has been read. It requires fluent decoding skills (reading with automaticity), knowledge of word meanings and an ability to use previous experience or contextual cues to understand the meaning, which is being conveyed by the words. (Ott, 1997: 376)

Efficient comprehension is the whole point of reading. At college or university, in the workplace, for practical purposes or for pleasurable good reading, comprehension is the key skill. To spell it out, ‘if one were to choose a particular aspect of reading which would predict success in an occupation it would be silent reading comprehension’ (McLoughlin and Leather, 2013: 74).

The sort of comprehension required of you at college or university is critical thinking, i.e. making connections, identifying relevance, fitting new information into an existing framework or putting it into context. It is not merely a matter of literal questioning, which is reliant on short-term memory (like so many of the assessment methods in popular speed-reading books) but it is based more on inferential comprehension where you are expected to make connections, draw inferences, interpret, question and critically analyse a written text (see Chapter 8).

Speed reading

McLoughlin and Leather observe that ‘being able to read quickly is … important to comprehension. Unless a person can read at a good rate they cannot keep the content in memory long enough to comprehend it’ (2013: 75). If you think that your reading speed hinders your comprehension and could be improved, try some of the following techniques with a reading strategy (see above). If you are too busy during term time, maybe try them in the holidays.

As a result of your dyslexia or other SpLD assessment report, you should be aware of your current reading speed. If not, it is worth asking your dyslexia adviser for a reading test. You can do a rough reading test for yourself by reading an unfamiliar passage for 1 minute counting how many words you read. Or try the RocketReader reading speed test: www.rocketreader.com/cgi-bin/portal/fun_tests/perception. The average speed for college/university students, for silent reading, is 250 words per minute (wpm). What is important for you to know is that, whatever your speed, it can be improved with a combination of reading techniques to help you read faster, and a strategy to help you read more actively (i.e. knowing what it is you want from the text).

Techniques you can use to read faster

· Theory 1: The eyes read by a series of jumps (saccades) and pauses (fixations) along the line of text. Fixations are the only times at which information is absorbed. These fixations can take between ¼ and 1½ seconds. Poor readers make frequent, longer fixations, fast readers fewer, shorter ones. Although we may have been told to read ‘slowly and carefully’ in the past, in the belief that we would understand more, in fact the opposite is true.

· Technique: By limiting the number of fixations and making them quicker than usual, your eyes will move over the text more fluently, and with increased comprehension.

· Theory 2: Poor readers read one word at a time. Actually our peripheral vision enables us to take in groups of words, up to 5–7 at a time, and to grasp the sense of the sentence.

· Technique: Move your eyes forward quickly, consciously forcing yourself to skim read words in clusters.
· Theory 3: Poor readers often back-skip or regress because they have not understood a word, or feel they have missed something, or because their attention has wandered. Regression means more fixations and more wasted time.

· Technique: Consciously determine to only move your eyes forward quickly, to keep your attention on the page, and trust your word knowledge and context to ‘make up’ for a word that you may have missed or not understood.

· Theory 4: The eyes move more smoothly and efficiently if they are guided by a slim implement such as a pencil, chopstick or knitting needle. Moving your finger from word to word, on the other hand, slows down the reading while your hand on the page blocks your peripheral awareness of the surrounding text.

· Technique: Run a pencil or chopstick quickly and smoothly along the text to guide your eyes forward line by line. Eventually just passing the pencil/chopstick down the page in a flowing movement will enable a real speed-reader to take in the chunks on either side at a glance.

· Theory 5: While ‘mouthing’ the words you read may slow you down, sub-vocalisation (saying to yourself) or internal verbalisation is a vital part of learning to read and is necessary for understanding of content.

· Technique: Try to push down any sub-vocalisation to a semi-conscious level so that it still aids comprehension, but does not interfere with rapid eye movement over the text.

· Theory 6: Reading actively and with purpose, i.e. knowing what you want from a text, will enable faster and more efficient reading and comprehension.

Faster reading and ‘smarter’ reading

You should practise all the techniques learnt above for different types of ‘information-gathering’ reading (i.e. not novels!). They will work better in conjunction with any helpful reading strategy that focuses on prediction, questioning and active reading, while skimming and scanning the material, such as SQ3R or PASS (see above).

Putting it all together

Stage 1

Once you have read the theories explained above and understood the techniques, it is time for you to put them into practice.

The simplest way to do this is to start with a short piece of non-fiction text of average difficulty about a subject that you are interested in (for example, an article in a magazine or a newspaper article).

Use a reading strategy to survey how it is laid out and preview its contents. This will help you think about why you are reading a particular text and what information you are trying to extract from it.

When you are sitting comfortably, feeling alert and motivated then try putting the techniques into practice as you read the article.

Don’t worry if you cannot remember all of them or back-skip the occasional word. Rome wasn’t built in a day, as they say, and nor will you immediately unlearn years of inefficient reading habits. With regular, sustained practice and motivation your reading speed will improve.

At first you may feel that you did not understand much of what you read as you were concentrating so hard on trying to remember the new techniques. But the more you practise and the more automatic the techniques become to you, the more your reading and comprehension will start to improve. You have to trust your cognitive abilities to make sense of what they read – the focused brain always tries to make sense of what it is presented with. It’s a basic survival mechanism.

Stage 2

When you feel that your actual reading is faster and that you are using the techniques without thinking about them, then start evaluating your comprehension of the texts.

After a short, concentrated reading exercise, stop and:

1.
Question yourself about the content.

2.
Try paraphrasing what you have read as if you were explaining it to someone else. After all, if you cannot put it into your own words, you probably have not understood it very well.

3.
Try writing a brief summary of the main points of what you have read including as much detail as possible. Check this with the original text and see what you have missed out.

Note that this procedure can be associated with the SQ3R reading strategy where step 2 above corresponds to the ‘recall’ stage of the strategy and step 3 above corresponds to the ‘review’ stage of the strategy, and is simply extended by making notes.

Stage 3

Soon you should feel ready to apply your new-found faster reading techniques on actual academic texts. Again, it is best to start off doing this for short, concentrated periods when you are feeling fresh and motivated.

Gradually you can start to extend these reading sessions, from a few paragraphs to a section, from a section to a chapter. Eventually you will find that you are able to ‘click’ into this accelerated way of reading for a longer period without fatigue and with concomitant accelerated comprehension.

Keep checking your comprehension: what were the main points of what you read, what were the less important points, what were the peripheral details?

Additional useful information and resources on improving reading speed can be found on the MindTools website www.mindtools.com/speedrd.html. There are also a variety of computer software and tablet/smartphone Apps available that can support the development of reading speed.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Reading’

Assistive technology

eReaders and tablet/smartphone reading Apps

eReaders such as Kindle and Kobo are digital devices specifically for reading. They differ from other devices such as computers and smartphones/tablets as they are not back-lit and so avoid glare or blue light, which can cause fatigue and interfere with sleep. A significant number of books can be stored on these lightweight devices with many textbooks readily available. It is possible to change the font, line spacing and words per line, and background colour. Some readers also have a text-to-speech function and a dictionary, to listen to and look up the meaning of words. Highlighting and notes can also be added. Tablets/smartphones have a variety of reading Apps with identical functions, including Kindle and Apple iBooks.

GO to the DnA resources webpage: www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Reading’

Text-to-speech software

Text-to-speech software reads text out loud and so can be of great help to students with dyslexia and other SpLDs. However, using text-to-speech does not replace the reading strategies of skimming, scanning and reading for meaning. Rather, if you are interested in using this software you should think about what part you want it to play in your reading strategy. For instance, some students like to skim and scan visually without software and use their software when reading for meaning. Text-to-speech can be good for reading for meaning because it is multi-sensory (see Chapter 2); it lets you take the information in with two senses at once: you can hear the text vocalised with a synthesised voice and follow it with your eyes at the same time (the software will also highlight the text as it reads it). With text-to-speech you can also:

· Set the software to speak quickly so that you get a general sense of the passage in a short space of time.

· Create audio files of text to listen to the audio on your tablet/smartphone – for example, listening to a reading or notes whilst travelling to a lecture/seminar.

· Use keyboard shortcuts to quickly search for a key word then use text-to-speech software to read the sentence that has that word in it.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘Text-to-Speech’

ClaroRead and Texthelp Read & Write Gold are excellent text-to-speech programs. There are also a variety of free programs, including Orato and Balabolka and Natural Reader and Apple MAC computers have text-to-speech integrated into the operating system. In addition, every learner over the age of 16 in England can download the free Jack and Jess Cereproc high-quality voices to support their learning: http://send.excellencegateway.org.uk/techdis

Of course, the software only works when you have text in electronic format. In most universities, lecture notes, study guides and assignment briefs are available on their online Virtual Learning Environment (VLE). If materials are not made available, ask your tutors to provide the source files for presentations, lecture notes and handouts.

Optical Character Recognition (OCR) software

Reading can be more difficult if the text you are reading is dense or poorly laid out. This could be due to a serif font (one with loops at the top and bottom of letters), small font size, poor spacing or right justification which can impact on visual tracking. If you cannot get electronic sources for some books or articles you can scan and convert them into electronic text by using Optical Character Recognition (OCR) software on your computer or smartphone/tablet. OCR is supplied with some scanners and many text-to-speech software packages such as ClaroRead and Texthelp Read & Write Gold, and a number of free OCR solutions exist including Robobraille: http://www.robobraille.org/ and the Google Keep: https://keep.google.com/smartphone/tablet App.

OCR allows you to:

· Change poor layout.

· Change the font style and size.

· Increase line and paragraph spacing.

· Change the background to your preferred colour.

· Use text-to-speech software to listen to the text.

· Practise active reading by adding notes, use highlighting, bolding and changing the text colour.

Converting text to an electronic format using OCR can be time consuming so you should think carefully about how much text you need to convert. For instance, if a book chapter is not in electronic format it may be best to scan it visually first in order to find out which pages are most important and worth converting. It should also be noted that OCR is not 100% accurate, particularly when the text you are scanning has been underlined or marked with notes.

GO to www.dnamatters.co.uk/resources/ and search for ‘OCR’

Case study

A 25-year-old exchange student at a university in London had self-referred to student services as he found he was struggling with the reading load of his course in geography. An assessment for extra exam time revealed that his overriding weakness was reading speed, at 91 wpm for oral reading and 127 wpm for silent reading. Clearly, if his reading speed could be improved, many of the problems he reported, such as poor concentration, an inability to keep up with the work and patchy comprehension, would be improved too.

Over the next 8 weeks he worked with his tutor on a programme designed to address his slow reading; he was introduced to the theories behind how we read and the techniques needed to be a ‘smart’ reader, as well as learning SQ3R. He also began to use text-to-speech software for a multi-sensory approach to reading. For him, this programme meant re-educating reading habits he had practised since boyhood. As he noted in an email following his initial assessment, ‘I didn’t really get the context straight away because I put so much effort into the reading process.’ He was using all his efforts in the mechanical task of reading, so there was little left for memory or cognitive interaction. At week 5 he achieved his highest reading score of 495 wpm with high comprehension, when he was reading about a topic he was really interested in, but this fluctuated over the next 2 sessions to below 400 wpm. What seemed sensible for this student was to aim at achieving and maintaining a comfortable reading speed of around 350–400 wpm together with a ‘smart’ reading strategy such as SQ3R. If he worked at this, it would not only help him overcome his difficulties at university but also prove invaluable for his professional life.

Points to remember

· Be active when you read – question what you want to find out and think about what you know about it already. Use a reading strategy such as SQ3R or PASS.

· Be selective about choosing what to read.

· Familiarise yourself with your library.

· If visual stress impacts upon your reading use a coloured overlay and change the background colour/tint on your computer.

· Increase your reading speed by using a strategy.

· Text-to-speech and OCR software may be helpful.
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