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Meet the author


When I first wrote this book, I thought almost entirely in terms of ‘speed reading’: reading faster, getting through more information more quickly, understanding, remembering and using information you get from books.


Now that a few years have passed and I’ve moved from tertiary education and into the glorious world of work, bills, mortgages and a desperate need for sun-seeking winter holidays, I need to absorb a different type of information from a multitude of sources and apply it to more than passing exams or submitting essays.


Speed reading is not just about reading fast, it’s about managing information. That’s what this book is all about.


I hope you enjoy the new edition.


Tina Konstant





1: Only got a minute?



The main reason most of us read at an average rate of 150–300 words per minute is because that is approximately the rate at which we speak.


While you are reading this paragraph, listen to what is going on inside your head. Do you hear a voice inside your head while you are reading? Are you ‘saying’ the words in your mind while you read? This is happening because of the way you were taught to read.


When you were taught to read, you learned to recognize one letter or sound at a time, then, when you mastered that, you moved on to recognizing one word at a time. The next step was being able to read out loud so that your teacher could see that you had learned to recognize the words accurately. Then you were left to read ‘to yourself’. That ‘inner voice’ became a habit. Instead of reading out loud you read silently. You learned that you had to hear the words to understand what you were reading rather than see them.


So when we talk about reading with your ears instead of your eyes – that is exactly what is happening: you are reading/speaking ‘to yourself’ at the same rate as when you read/speak out loud.


When you first learned to read, reading ‘to yourself’ was slow because you were still learning to recognize the words. As you read more and got further into the education system your reading rate increased because your vocabulary increased. But your reading strategy did not change.


To increase your ‘word-per-minute’ reading rate you must first accelerate, only then can you eliminate the sound in your head (often referred to as sub-vocalization).


Two methods for achieving this are:



    Method 1: Using a guide



Place a guide (pen, pencil or finger) underneath the first or second word of a line. Move the guide smoothly across the page from the beginning to the end of each line. Repeat on each line. Move the guide a little faster than is comfortable. Make the movement smooth and swift.


If the guide pauses, then it is likely to be following (instead of leading) your eye. You will continue to sub-vocalize and your speed will not increase. When the guide moves fast and smoothly, your eyes are forced to follow and your reading rate will increase. The faster you move your guide, the less you will sub-vocalize because your inner voice will be unable to keep up. This technique eliminates the habit of reading one word at a time, and stops your attention jumping around the page unnecessarily.



Important note!!



Speed reading is a skill. Developing that skill does not mean you have to read fast all the time. The technical content of the material, print size, your mood, familiarity with the subject and your purpose, are some of the factors that will affect the speed at which you read. The ability to read quickly allows you to choose how fast or slow you read.



    Method 2: Mostly reading



This technique is good for subject matter with which you are familiar, but you want to make sure that you miss nothing out.


Read the first sentence of the paragraph. Skim the rest of the paragraph for key words and, if necessary, read the last sentence of the paragraph.





5: Only got five minutes?



Reading fast is great – but do you remember and apply what you read and learn? The purpose of this book is to provide you with the skills you need to extract and use relevant information from the mass available to you.



Top three most frequently asked questions:


What is the fastest possible reading speed?


If there is a limit on the speed at which people can read, we don’t know what that is. We do know that some people can read a book the size of War and Peace in less than 20 minutes and retain and recall enough to answer questions at least as well as those who read ‘normally’!


How do I remember what I read – when I need to remember it?


The ability to retain and recall is the most relevant outcome. If you do not plan to remember what you read, why read it in the first place?


Is speed reading easy to learn?


Speed reading is easy to learn, and you can learn it quickly. Only one part of the Five-Step System presented in this book requires practice. The rest works just because you use it.


By the time you have used the five-step system you will have:


 




	
explored the material at least three times



	
read what you need to have read



	
found the information you require



	
integrated new information with what you already know



	
have accurate recall of the information






Moreover, you will have done it quickly without missing material important to your purpose.



The five-step system


Step 1: Prepare


This step should take no more than a few minutes no matter how big the book is.


Lack of focus interferes with concentration. It makes reading frustrating. The preparation stage will give you the focus you need to get what you want out of the material as quickly as possible.


To prepare (and establish your purpose), ask yourself three questions:


 




	
What do you already know about the subject you are reading?



	
What do you need to know (general information or the answer to a specific question)?



	
How do you intend to use the new information (write an essay, exam, report, general interest, give a presentation) and when (next week, next month, next year, right now…)






Step 2: Structure


For a 200-page book, studying the structure of the book or document should take between one and ten minutes, depending on the length of the book and your purpose.


During Step 2:


 




	
Read the front and back covers, inside flaps, table of contents, index, and scan the bibliography.



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



	
Strike out 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.


Step 3: Language


The purpose of step three is to familiarize yourself with the language in the book. Is it full of jargon? Is the language complicated? Are there any acronyms?


Becoming familiar with the language of a 200-page book should take about five to ten minutes.


 




	
Scan the pages at about a page every two seconds.



	
Look for words that stand out and highlight them: names; long or technical words; bold or italics words linked to your purpose.



	
Study the language: Is it technical, non-technical, user-friendly? Are you familiar with it?



	
Do you need to refer to a dictionary?



	
Note the meaning of acronyms as you read.






Your familiarity with the language determines the speed at which you will be able to read. During this step you might also recognize recurring themes and concepts. Highlight anything relevant to your purpose.


Step 4: Content


Most well-written material outlines the main element of the chapter in the first paragraph with the main idea of each paragraph in its first sentence. For more detail read:


 




	
the first paragraph of every section



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






The more thoroughly you highlight, underline, circle, take notes and mind-map what you read, the easier Step 5 will be.


Step 5: Selective reading


You will now be in a position to select ‘intelligently’ what you need or want to read.





Insight


You will probably have read this section in less than five minutes. If you haven’t read the one-minute summary, go back and do that now. These two summaries together will help you read the ten-minute summary (and the rest of the book) in a fraction of the time.








10: Only got ten minutes?




Remember what you read


No matter how fast you read, unless you remember what you read you will have wasted your time.


The TOP THREE methods for remembering what you read are:


 




	
Use new information. Explain it to someone, discuss it, write it, construct arguments for and against it, think about it and apply it.



	
Have a purpose. Always know why you are reading something and when you are going to use it.



	
Use the Five-Step Reading System. This system allows you to select exactly what you need to read therefore avoiding any unnecessary and distracting material that hinders concentration and recall.







Other memory techniques



LINEAR


Make notes as you read or after each section. Include your own thoughts, ideas and cross-references. The more you include your own ideas the stronger and more reliable your long-term memory will be.



KEY WORDS


Highlight words that carry the message. If you make notes separately, ensure that key words are correct. This avoids creating a list of words that makes no sense when you review at a later date.



MARGIN READING


A book is a form of communication from one person to another. Take ownership of a book by adding your thoughts to the author’s. Underline, circle, highlight essential areas and note whether you agree or disagree. Make note of your reasoning. Mark what you do or don’t understand. You should only do this if the book belongs to you. If not, use Post-it notes. All of this will make reviewing easier and more meaningful.



MIND-MAPPING


 




	
Place the key idea in the centre of a horizontal page.



	
Main ideas form thick branches from the centre.



	
Secondary ideas flow from the main ideas.



	
Tertiary ideas flow from secondary ideas. And so on until you reach the finest detail.



	
Use colour and symbols.



	
One word or idea per line.







Improving speed and memory


This quick exercise will help improve your memory and increase your speed.


Using a guide, read one page as fast as you can. Stop and summarize what you remember. Read five to ten pages like this every day, gradually increasing the number of pages before you stop to recall what you read. Start with a familiar subject. As your ability, confidence and comfort increase, take on more challenging material.



STRETCH YOUR SPEED: THE ‘ONE-MINUTE TRIP’


 




	
Read for one minute, then count how many lines you have read.



	
Continue reading for another minute, this time, reading two lines more than last time.



	
Then read four more, then six more, then eight, then ten and so on.



	
Always read for good comprehension and recall. As soon as you feel you are not understanding or remembering the text, stay at that level until you become a little more confident before gradually increasing speed again.



	
Reading quickly requires concentration. If you don’t understand what you read, then you will not easily remember it and your concentration will fade. If this happens you will become bored and disappointed.



	
With practice, your concentration will improve. As it does, stretch the ‘one-minute trip’ to two minutes, then to four and six and eight … and so on.







METRONOME PACING


Invest in a small, cheap electronic metronome at any music store. Practise this for two minutes then relax for five:


 




	
Set the metronome at its slowest speed, and read one line per ‘tick’.



	
Every half page or so, increase the pace of the metronome by one beat per minute until you reach the fastest speed.



	
Then, relax.



	
The metronome will reach a speed at which you will not be able to read every word. This exercise ‘pushes’ your eye and brain to see and absorb more than one word at a time without sub-vocalization. This gradually stretches your ability. When you reach a rate at which you feel you cannot take in what you read, maintain that speed. Make sure that even though you may not take in the content, you see and recognize (but not say) every word. For instance, if there is a foreign word in the text, you would recognize it.



	
Imagine driving down a motorway at 85 miles per hour. As you approach a town you reduce your speed to 30. You might think you are travelling at 30 until the police stop you and inform you that you were travelling at 40 or 50 – much faster than you thought.






The similarity between driving and speed reading doesn’t stop there. Travelling at 70 miles per hour you have to concentrate and don’t have time to look at the scenery. When speed reading you are reading so fast that your mind can’t wander as much as it can at ‘30 miles per hour’. You are more focused.



Treat your eyes: preventing and curing eyestrain


Your eyes need rest. The more relaxed they are the longer you will be able to read. Here are a few simple things you can do to prevent and cure eyestrain:


 




	
Palming is an excellent eye-relaxing exercise. Rub your hands together until they are warm. Then close your eyes and cover them with your hands so that no light gets in. Do not press against your eyeballs: if you were to do so you could damage them. Cover your eyes like this for as long as you have time to.



	
Many people who have eye problems compound them by not blinking. If you do not blink your eyes will become dry. While reading (especially from a PC monitor) be aware of your eyes, blink often and water them. If it helps, put a sign above your PC to remind yourself to blink.



	
If your eyes feel particularly tired there are a number of very good eyewashes you can get from any pharmacy. Follow the instructions carefully when you use them and if necessary check with your optician or your doctor. If you wear contact lenses it is even more important to take care of your eyes while you are reading.



	
When you read, your eyes are limited to how much they move. An excellent way to relieve stress is to practise eye exercises. First, look straight ahead, then look up as far as you can, down as far as you can, then to the left, then to the right. Then, look to the top left, top right, bottom right and bottom left. Hold each gaze for only a couple of seconds. Then squeeze your eyes shut and repeat the exercise. When you have finished the exercise, palm for a few minutes.







READING FROM A PC MONITOR WITHOUT STRAINING YOUR EYES


 




	
Font size and type. If someone has sent you a document and the font is difficult to read, either due to its size or type, change it. Serif fonts are easier and quicker to read.



	
Screen contrast. Make sure the background contrasts the text on the screen. Keep your screen clear and clutter free.



	
Screen interference. Have as little around your screen as possible. Sometimes it is tempting to have all the icons on display. The more you have around your screen the smaller the screen space. Only have what is necessary for the work you are doing.



	
Screen savers. There are screen savers on the market now that remain active all the time. The one that held my attention for quite some time was a sheep that ran around my screen while I worked. Not only does it help to relax your eyes and prevents you from staring at the screen but a sheep chasing frogs across the screen is good for your sense of humour. Anything humorous is good for your stress level, which in turn is good for concentration. It is important, however, to maintain the balance between humour and distraction.



	
Screen position. Keep the screen a comfortable distance away from you. It should be at least arm’s length away. Also, avoid having the screen directly in front of a window. The contrast in light can be uncomfortable and the activity outside can be distracting.



	
Comfort. Working at a PC means that the only parts of your body that get any exercise are your fingers. Stop, stretch your body and do the eye exercises every 20 to 30 minutes.







Distractions and solutions


Distractions can prevent effective reading and accurate recall.



CONCENTRATION


 




	
Take breaks often (approximately five minutes every 30 minutes) to ensure peak concentration.



	
Have a purpose.



	
Use a guide, especially if you are feeling tired or if the material is challenging.



	
Take notes as you read.







COMFORT


Ensure you have fresh air and adequate light. Make yourself as comfortable as possible without feeling sleepy.



MENTAL DISTRACTION


The expert at distracting you is you! When your mind wanders you have often not decided to spend the time on a particular task. So, before you begin to read, commit to a certain amount of time and do it. Realize that you are in control.



LIGHT


Daylight is best. If there is none, then there should not be too much contrast between the light under which you are working and the rest of the room. This helps prevent eyestrain. The main source of light should come over the shoulder opposite your writing hand.



VOCABULARY


Underline unfamiliar words. Look up the words at the end of the paragraph, page, section or as appropriate. This improves your comprehension and your vocabulary. The better your vocabulary, the faster your reading will be.


If you want more details, please read the rest of the book! But do yourself a favour and use the Five-Step System (see Chapter 1). You’ll get through it in a fraction of the time!





Introduction



Brief outline of each chapter



CHAPTER 1: THE FIVE-STEP READING SYSTEM


This chapter covers one of the core techniques of the book. Reading it will give you the skills that will help you:


 




	
empty your in-tray quickly



	
sort through piles of paperwork that have built up over the years



	
read books that you’ve been wanting to read for years



	
get through your reading at work in a quarter of the time it currently takes you







CHAPTER 2: SPEED READING


In this chapter you will learn how to take a flexible approach to your reading, how to find information fast and how to extract the message from the document without wasting time.



CHAPTER 3: IT’S ALL IN THE WORDS – DEVELOPING YOUR VOCABULARY


The better your vocabulary is, the faster you will be able to read. This chapter is especially useful if you are reading a second language or if the material you are covering is technical or specialized.



CHAPTER 4: CONCENTRATION


Without concentration there will be no memory. This is a practical chapter with exercises to help you increase your concentration, wherever you have to work.



CHAPTER 5: MEMORY


If you do not remember what you read, you may as well not begin reading. This chapter will give you an insight into how your memory works and what may be happening when it does not. A selection of approaches to remembering what you are reading is included in this chapter. Look at them all and choose those which you could use for the different types of reading you do.



CHAPTER 6: A BOOK IS A BOOK IS A BOOK


Or is it?


Every type of reading should be approached differently. In this chapter you will find different strategies that will make reading a newspaper in ten minutes a cinch and reading for work a doddle.



CHAPTER 7: YOUR EYES AND EFFECTIVE READING


Your eyes are your most important reading tool. The chapter will help you take care of your eyes, prevent eyestrain and improve your reading rate by increasing what you can perceive within your visual span. This chapter has exercises and practical ideas to make your eyes work better for you.



CHAPTER 8: DISTRACTIONS AND SOLUTIONS


Wherever you are, whatever you are doing, there will be something to distract you. This chapter links closely with Chapter 4 (Concentration) and Chapter 5 (Memory). The fewer the distractions, the faster and more productive your reading will be. Solutions to a number of different distractions are described.



CHAPTER 9: REAL-WORLD READING


Most reading is done under pressure – in one way or another, time is the critical factor. If people ever give you documents to read and then stand waiting while you finish them, this is the chapter to read. It will also help you prioritize your reading and prevent yourself from becoming an information bottleneck.



CHAPTER 10: WORKING AND STUDYING FOR A LIVING


If you do any kind of studying and also have a full-time job or look after a family you will find this chapter very useful. In it you will find ways to simplify and organize your reading and reduce the risk of panicking a week before an exam. If, however, you have only a week to go until the exam there is a strategy in this chapter that will help you make the best use of that time.



CHAPTER 11: USEFUL INFORMATION AND SPEED PRACTICE TEST


This is a support and reference chapter with additional information that will help you increase your vocabulary and make reading easier. You may want to record in a notebook any extra information you come across that helps you extend your vocabulary.



CHAPTER 12: WHAT NEXT?


How will you apply what you have learned? This chapter will help you design a 21-day programme that will assist you in integrating what you have learned into your day-to-day activities. Also, there are ideas on how to teach someone else.





1


The five-step reading system


In this chapter you will learn:




	
about the five steps: prepare, preview, passive, active, selective



	
how to read for levels of meaning



	
about reading with a purpose







Introduction to the five-step system


By the time you complete the five steps in the system you will have:


 




	
Explored the material at least three times.



	
Read what you need to have read.



	
Integrated the new knowledge into what you already know.



	
Gained an accurate recall of the information.



	
Found the information you require.






Most importantly, you will have spent a fraction of the time you might otherwise have spent learning these skills.


To avoid slipping back into old reading habits, closely follow the five-step system outlined in this book. Once you are 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.


The five-step system has one over-riding rule: Always know why you are reading something.





Insight


If you glanced over the last sentence, it doesn’t matter because by the end of this book I’ll have said it again: The one over-riding rule of the five-step system is: know your purpose! It doesn’t matter what your reason is for reading something – as long as you have a reason.





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 the 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. For the moment, forget about trying to read fast. We’ll get to that later.



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.





Insight


Take a minute to think about what you are about to read and notice what questions your curiosity demands answers to. The more questions you ask, the more interested you’ll be in the material. Develop the discipline of doing this even if what you are reading is a little dull.





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?
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