
A Note on Reading

Many students are overwhelmed by the amount of reading in graduate school. There are some
approaches that may make it more manageable - and more fun.

What is the context? In approaching a particular reading, first make a mental note about the
general topic of the reading and how this topic fits into the course, as well as into other courses
and your overall interests. In other words, place the reading in a context and develop a general
idea about what you want to get from it.

What does the reading cover? Next, review the reading before you begin. Don't just start
reading on the first page. Develop a sense of where the reading is going. Look at the structure of
the reading. What topics are covered? In what order? Outline the reading in your mind. Try to
develop an intellectual "map" of the topics'covered. If there is a summary or there are discussion
questions at the end, review these before you begin to read.

What to read and what to skim? Seldom will you want to read every word. Time to do so often
is a luxury. And after all, it's social science not literature. Your goal is to absorb the ideas rather
than to appreciate the prose (which in any case may leave something to be desired). Therefore, if
you have not already done so, learn to scan for the structure of the reading and important ideas.
Pay a lot of attention to headings and subheadings- Look for topic sentences within paragraphs.
Focus on key points. Often, but not always, key points will be enumerated, italicized, or
otherwise identified for you. Once you get the point, move on. Skip repetitious sections. Skip
examples if you understand the point without the example. Your reading time on different
material will vary greatly, but, on average, if you are spending more than one minute per page of
reading, you should consider reading faster. Textbooks generally take a little longer. (If English
is your second rather than first language, Vour readil,q time will naturally be a little longer.)

Learn to highlight or take notes. As you read, have a concise system for identi$ing the most
important points and information. If you are underlining or highlighting in a book or photocopy,
use your underlining or highlighting sparingly. If you are taking notes, write down only the key
points. If you highlight everything, then it's all Equdlly important, and you're back at the
beginning. For example, it is generally not useful for your notes on a20- to 3O-page reading to
be longer than page, or at most two pages. (Some people find it helpful to wait until after reading
the article to take notes.) In your notes, jot down the'page number every now and then, so you
can easily go back and find your place.

Take some notes. Taking notes is usually more time consuming than underlining or highlighting,
but, for most people, taking notes is a better way to learn and provides better summaries of the
readings for use later in papers, assignments, or in studying for exams. It is often helpful to take
notes in outline form, with major points followed by sub-points and so forth. Unless there is
some particular reason to do so, try to avoid copying language word-for-word. If you do make
sure you use quotations, in case you want to pull rnaterial out for your own written material
(saving you from unintended plagiarism). Restate t$ major points in your own concise words.



Review notes. When you have completed a reading, review your notes as a way of summarizing
the reading in your mind. You may want to add a few additional notes to clarify or elaborate as
needed.

So what was the main point? Following this, take a few moments to think about the major
contribution of the reading and consider once againhow it relates to the course, the topic at hand,
your assignments, other courses, and your practicum or work setting. In other words, make an
effort to connect the reading to other thoughts, ideas, and situations. Put some energy into it.
Enliven it. Critique it. Get excited about it. Make a few additional notes on these insights,
connections, opinions, and applications. It is through such connections that the content of the
reading will become part of your thought patterns, part of your personal knowledge.

Good reading! 
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