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1
the five-step reading system

The purpose of the five-step reading system is to allow you to identify exactly what you need or want to read, integrate new knowledge with what you already know and gain accurate recall of the information you need. Most importantly, you will have the choice to reduce the amount you have to read with the absolute certainty that you haven’t missed out anything of importance.

One of the reasons the five-step system works is because it’s based on one primary rule: know your purpose. Always know why you’re reading something.

Follow the primary rule and the five-step system outlined below then, when you’re familiar with it, you can adapt it to any type of reading – articles, newspapers, memos, books, magazines and so on – by combining and omitting steps. To begin with, forget about reading words faster. We’ll get to that later.

 

The five steps in the system are as follows:


	Prepare.

	Preview.

	Passive reading.

	Active reading.

	Selective reading.



This system is based on a process that simply asks you to highlight and eliminate. As you use the system, your aim is to highlight areas for further study and eliminate those that you are certain you do not need.

Depending on how much you want from a book, Steps 1 to 4 could take between 5 and 40 minutes for a book of 300 pages. The time that you spend on Step 5 will depend on how much detailed information you want from the material.

Steps 1 to 5 will now be outlined. Read through this section once, then, using a non-fiction book on a subject you are interested in, try the system out.

Step 1: Prepare

One of the reasons why reading can be frustrating is a lack of concentration. This has as much to do with your thoughts as your surroundings. One of the serious distractions is tension. When you are approaching a large volume of reading, especially if the subject is new to you, tension may rise. One way to diminish initial tension is to establish that you already know something about the subject. Another, to use if you know that you do not know very much, is to formulate questions that will help you improve your knowledge and achieve your objective.

The main purpose of the preparation step is to build the framework (made up of questions and answers) onto which you will fit everything you learn as you read.

Questions are important; without them you will find no answers. For every piece of information you place on your framework ask questions – who, what, where, when, why, how. There is no such thing as a silly question. Questions that are labelled as such are generally the ones that are difficult to answer. Think back to when you were a child and you asked a perfectly good question. If your parents could not, or did not want to, answer it, did they say, ‘Don’t ask such silly questions’, leaving you feeling bewildered and ignorant? Always ask questions. It is better not to find the answer than never to ask the question. The more you know and the more questions you ask, the more you will be able to make sense of the subject.

The preparation stage helps you focus on the task:


	Write down what you already know about the subject; key words are sufficient.

	Decide what you want from the book: is it general information, enough to write a report on or simply the answer to a specific question?

	Always ask yourself these three questions:

	Why am I reading this in the first place?

	What do I already know?

	What do I need to know?







In other words… what is your purpose?

Getting yourself into a learning state is important. This will help maximize concentration. Chapter 4, which deals with concentration, provides a number of methods that will help you focus on what you have to do, whether you are surrounded by distractions at home or in the midst of mayhem at the office.

Step 2: Preview

The purpose of previewing a book is to become familiar with its structure:


	What does it look like?

	Are there summaries or conclusions?

	Is it all text?

	Are there any pictures?

	What size is the print?

	Does the font selected make it easy to read?

	Is the text broken up into sections?

	Is it a series of paragraphs?



For a 300-page book, the overview should take about 10 minutes.


	Read the front and back covers, the inside flaps, and the table of contents and have a look at the index, glossary and bibliography.

	Determine the structure of the book: chapter headings, sub-headings, pictures, graphs, cartoons and images.

	Eliminate the parts of the book that you are sure you don’t need.

	Highlight areas you think you do need.

	Re-affirm your decision about what you want from the book.

	If it becomes clear that the book does not contain what you need, put it away. You will have saved yourself hours of work.



There is a vast amount of information you can glean from each of the stages of your preview. Here are some ideas about what you should be looking for during this stage:

The cover

The cover is the first call for a book. Any picture on the front is designed to attract your attention; it is therefore important to look beyond the picture to find out whether the book will be useful to you.

Back-page blurb

This should give a good indication of what the book contains. It often contains promises, such as: ‘If you read this book you will get …’. You may also be able to gauge the book’s readability; if the back-page blurb is written in complex language, the rest of the book may be the same. If, on the other hand, it is clear, straightforward and easy to understand, there is a better chance of the book being easy reading.

Inside flaps

Most hard-back books and even some soft-backs have information on the inside of the covers. This usually consists of summaries, biographical information and a photograph of the author. Reading this will give you information about the author and what point of view they might be taking.

Foreword

The foreword, hardly ever read, is probably the most important section to cover at the preview stage. Another expert in the field usually writes it. It will almost always contain information about the author and their experience in the field they are writing in.

Table of contents

The contents table is intended to help you find your way through a book and is likely to be the section to which you refer most often. When you make a first pass at the table of contents, make notes as you go. If you know that you do not need the contents of a chapter, make a note about why you think you do not need it. For the chapters that you do want, note what it is you expect to find or questions you want answers to.

Graphics, pictures and cartoons

These may be excellent sources of information. They contain information about the topic in a pictorial format. Since most of us remember pictures better than words, they will help you remember what you are reading. Do not just glance at graphs and pictures; study them, read the titles and any explanations provided and work out how they will fit into the framework you began to build in Step 1.

Tables

These are useful but can sometimes be confusing without background knowledge about what they contain. Look briefly at the tables without attempting to memorize or fully understand what they contain. If a brief explanation is attached to the table then read that, but without spending much time on it. The information will become clearer at Step 4 – Active reading.

Index

Second only to the table of contents, this is the most valuable section in the book. The index will give you detailed information in a different format from the contents table:


	If you are looking for information on a specific aspect of the subject or an answer to a specific question you may find a reference to it without further reading.

	The index will give you a very clear indication of the detail the book has on your subject.



Glossary

This section is useful to skim during this step and you will certainly find it most useful in Step 3 – Passive reading, when you are studying the language of the text. While you are reading the sections you have selected the glossary will be invaluable – place a marker at the start of the section so that when you need to determine the meaning of a word you will be able to find it quickly. If you are studying from the book, check whether you may photocopy the glossary so that you can add notes to it easily as you work.

Bibliography

The bibliography may indicate some of the books the author used as reference during the development of the book. It will also give an idea of what level the book is pitched at. If the books listed in the bibliography are all familiar to you, the book may not be sufficiently advanced for your needs. If they are new to you then it will be a good guide for further study.

On the basis of the information gathered during this step, you will be able to think more clearly about what the text covers. At this stage, review your purpose. Is it still the same as you stated before you previewed the book or has it changed because of what you have learned?

At this stage you should also begin to be able to stretch your knowledge and understanding of what the author is trying to say. If, however, the author’s point is still not clear, try to decide what assumptions the author is making.

All too often, specialists will write on their particular subject forgetting that many of the people who will be reading it will not have had the years of training, research and exposure to the subject that they have had. As a consequence, the language may be complex and basic explanations may be lacking. If this is the case, consider what questions you might need to answer before you can continue with the text. With those questions in mind, carry on to Step 3.

Step 3: Passive reading

Now that you are prepared and know the structure of the book, this step will familiarize you with the language and the organization of the book. Is it full of jargon? Is the author a ‘linguafan’? How is the information organized? Are there a lot of examples? Does the book take you through a step-by-step



	Chronological – First, second, third or by date.

	Examples – If there seem to be stories in the text, then perhaps the stories are the evidence for arguments that the author states elsewhere.

	Advantages and disadvantages – To uncover this structure look for words like ‘but’, ‘on the other hand’ and ‘however’.

	Process – Activity A leads to activity B and on to activity C.

	Most important/least important – Does the author place the core of the information at the start or at the end? Most newspaper stories will have the most important information at the start of the story, followed by the detail necessary to say more about the actual incident and perhaps finally comment from those involved or the opinion of the journalist.






	Scan the pages at a rate of about a page every one to two seconds.

	Highlight words that stand out. They may be names, long or technical words or words in bold or italic.

	Decide if the language is technical, non-technical or user-friendly. Are you familiar with it?

	Look out for words that will give you a clue to how the information is structured. Start looking for key ideas.

	Make a note of where the key arguments seem to be.



Step 4: Active reading



	You might not know enough about the text or the author to recognize what the ideas or arguments are. This is like being asked whether you have any questions about a subject you know nothing about – you do not know enough to know what questions to ask. The more thoroughly you carry out Steps 1 to 3 and the clearer your purpose is, the easier it will be to find main ideas.

	The second challenge is that you may not know where in the text the main ideas are likely to be explained. Although the main idea of most well-written material is in the first sentence of the paragraph, it may be in the middle or at the end instead.



Finding the main idea


For more detail



	Determine the type of material you are reading.

	Read the first paragraph of every chapter and the first and last (if the paragraph is long) sentence of every paragraph.

	As you progress through the text, begin to identify where the main idea is likely to be and focus more attention on those sections.

	Avoid reading entire paragraphs. This will slow you down.






	What point is the author trying to make?




Analyse your reading



	Did you have any difficulty with the context, vocabulary or content of the book?

	Did the material you read evoke any thoughts or feelings that were out of the ordinary?

	What was your attitude before you started reading? Has it changed now?

	As you went through Steps 1 to 4 did you become less interested in the material or more interested?

	How much time did you spend? Could you have reduced it?

	Did you get drawn into any particular section?

	Did you find what you were looking for?

	Are your notes clear?




Step 5: Selective reading






	Review the notes you made in Step 1.

	Add any relevant information you gained as you were reading.

	Answer the question ‘Do I already have what I was looking for?’

	If you do, stop.

	If you don’t, review the key words highlighted during Step 3 – Passive reading, and repeat the question: ‘Do I have what I want?’

	You made notes during Step 4 – Active reading. Review them and again ask whether you have what you want.

	If you decide that you need more information, go through the book and read the pieces of text you identified as relevant during the first four steps.

	If you decide you need to read the entire book, you will be able to read it much faster because, having completed the first four steps of the five-step system, you will know what the book contains and what to expect.





Reading with a purpose



	Application – While you read, think of why you are reading the text. When are you going to apply it, what will applying the new information feel like, what will things look like after you have applied it? How much of your own knowledge will be included in what you are learning?

	Prediction – As you read, predict what you think the author is going to say. As a line of argument begins, predict what the outcome might be. You do this naturally when you read a good detective novel. You can do it just as effectively when you read non-fiction. Predict what the author is saying and check your prediction.

	Interaction – Reading is a two-way activity. The author has a message that you could simply accept, but that would not necessarily mean you learned anything new. Interacting with the author is the best way to ensure you learn and are able to apply what you read. Be critical but open-minded about what you read.

	Solution – Many non-fiction books are written as a solution to a problem. This particular book is about speed reading. The problem is ‘How can people learn how to read any material they come across easily, quickly and efficiently?’ As you read, try to answer the question without waiting for the answer to be revealed to you. Pause for a moment now and ask yourself:

	Based on what I have learned so far, what can I do now to read faster, more efficiently and more easily that I didn’t do beforehand?

	What can I change about the way I think and read that will make reading an enjoyable experience?

	What is good about the way I read now?

	What is ineffective?

	What challenges do I face?

	How can I solve these problems based on what I have learned so far?





	Evaluation – Take a few moments to stop and summarize what you have learned from each chapter. As you read the book think how what you learned in each chapter fits in with the chapter you have just read. The more links you can create between chapters and ideas the better your understanding and recall will be.



Summary – the five-step system


Step 1 – Prepare



	Determine why you are reading and exactly what you want from the book.

	What is your purpose?

	When will you use the information?



Step 2 – Preview



	Familiarize yourself with the structure of the book.

	Go through the book quickly; look at its structure, paragraphs, chapters, cartoons, graphics and general layout.



Step 3 – Passive reading



	Skim to find key words and familiarize yourself with the language. Your familiarity with the language is a factor determining the speed at which you will be able to read.



Step 4 – Active reading



	To familiarize yourself with the contents of the book read the first paragraph of each chapter and the first sentence of each paragraph (if necessary).



Step 5 – Selective reading



	Read only what you need to read.

	Always ask:

	Why am I reading this?

	When am I going to use the information?

	Do I have what I need?
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