DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 031 380  REO0OI 856

By-Maxwell, Martha J,

Improving Flexibility Through Skimming and Scanning Trammg'
Pub Date May 69

Note-11p; Paper presented at the International Reading Association Conference, Kansas City, Mo, April
. 30-May 3, 1969, ,

EDRS Price MF-30.25 HC-$0.65

Descriptors-+College Programs, Rapid Reading Reading Materials, »Reading Skills, Reading Speed, Study
Skills, Teaching Techniques

The ratonale and techniques for developing skimming and scanning skills with
college students are discussed, and 1t 15 noted that perfecting these skills involves
changing some basic athitudes towards reading such as the ideas that one needs to
read every word and that increasing speed decreases comprehension, Lengthy
passages In regular college texts were chosen as effective materials 1o develop
skimming and scanning skills, ard exercises were developed for skimming for main
Ideas and for scanning for deralls and/or specific words or phrases, Techniques for
improving skimming and scanning skills which include controlling the amount of hme
spent on exercises, analyzing the author’s organization, and reading the first and last
paragraphs are briefly presented, Preliminary studies indicated that including
skimming and scanning fraining in short rapid-reading courses resulted In increased

rs_;f_e gains and that 1t may produce more flexible readers, References are included,
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IMPROVING FIEXILILITY THROUGH SKTMMING AND SCANNING TRAINIRG

Tf the various purposes for reading were to bé. ".Lined up along a
rate-~contimum, most of us would agree that tasks Like précf—reading
and reading poetry would provide anchor points on ‘the "siow" end of
the contimmm and skimming and scanning skills represenﬁ the fastest
reading tasks, Theoretically, flexibility in reading means‘that an
individual has learncd to adjust his reading rate and teclmiqw:es to
his purpose for reading., However, in reality investiéamofs'have not
generally found that rates of reading vary much despifg differences in
difficulty level and purpose, For example, Kershner (i9§h) surrepti~
tiovsly measured ‘b.he reading rates of adults on passage's‘ of widely
variant difficulty levels and found that rapid readers altered thein

speed little regardless of the difficulty level, while slow readers
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tended to read even more slowly on difficult passages, (This sugpests
that slow readers were more {lexible in adapting reading rates to dif-
ficult material than were rapid readers.) Nason and McDonald (1961)
reiterated the findings that instructions to stl.ldents to altézr tﬁqir rcz{du
ing rates do not rcsult in ‘changes and that reading rate and approach to
reading scem to be hebitual, They further proposed that if more flexible
approrches‘to reading are taught, rate changes will result and described

how these changes can be measured with their Readine Versatility Test.

Cgses presenting four pa'ttel;ns of flexibility/non-~flexibilily are pre-
sented bub dé’oa"oo support their contention thot flexibility draining
will alter rate are nob given,

Despite the paveity of evidence thet £lexibility can be developed, it
is still viewed by col’ege reading :@pecialists us the major objective of
‘bhe:i;v reading improvem-:ub programs. Huwever, the typical college reading
program focuses its efforbs on improving rapid reading £kills (usually on
fiction material) and on improving comprehension on study-type reading
skills, In both of: tlese areas, words per minubte and percentage correct
on multiple~choice questions are the criteria used. Iz‘z'. most workbooks,
skimming and scanning skills are dealt with only minimal&lyn—-“bhat is,i in
exercises like scanning the telephone book for numbers or scanning ads in
a newspaper column, Applying skimming and scanning skills systcematically
to textbook tasks is cohsidcrc:d undesirable, with the possible excoption
of encouraging sti.'»nts to skim topic headings prior to reading their
texts, (Tt is interesting tim'b this technique as a part of the E":QBR

method is pgeneraliy considered a “study skill" rather than a reading teche
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nique and is not included in many college reading courses,) Ab any rate,
the sample of reading purposes which are developed in the typical college
reading course tend to be quite restricted. Rarely is much emphasis
given, i‘o;' example, to proof~rcading or skimming and scanning. So perheps
one reason for the failure of such courses to develop flexible readers

ss the restricted ronge of reading purposes for which the studenbs are
trained.

In the process of deve! “ping and testing materials for a workbook on
skimming and scanning skills,¥* I have had fhe oprortunity to look carefully
at some of the assumpbions concerning reading flexibility and to observe
students and test oﬁt ideas on how these skills ﬁight be enhanced,

For the purposes of this paper, skimming‘is defined as locabing the
main idea of a selection quickly, Scanning is defined as fhe process of

locating specific facts quickly.

T agree with the assumpbion that reading rate is an attitude., TFor
a student to perfect his skimming and scanning skills, he must often
change his basic atbitudes toward reading, In fact, o develop the ap-
propriate mental set so that he can learn to skim and scan, he must over-
come o number of superstitions sbout the act of reading. In my book, I
describe six myths that must be overcome if the stvdent is to learn skime
ming and scanning skills, First, there is the myth thal one must read
every word, To be sure, some reading tasks do require this, such as
poctry reading or proof~reading or reading the dircetions for assenbling

a sterco-system; bub as I have proviously mentioned, these purposes re-

% Maxwell, Martha J. Skinming and Scannine Tmprovement. (In press,
MeGraw~i1111l Book Company.)
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quire slow reading, not skimming and scanning, Many words in traditional
English sentences do not convey meaning-~they are included because they
represent the "etiquetie of correct English composition,"  For example,
articles, redundant phrases, cte., all can be minimally stresscd if not
ignorad wilhout losing the main thread of the argument. To help the stu-
dent overcome this ryrbh, exercises are provided similer lo those in tradie
tional repid recding texts such as paring dovn paragraphs to their "bare
bones," the essentiul words which convey the meaning. (Telegraphing a
message 1s an example, or writing headlines.) A second myth that must be
overcome is the idea that rezding a passage'once is enough to fix it eter-
nally in your memory, iany college students sufler from this misconcer: ion.
To overcome this, onz should skim for the gist or major ideas and ‘then
read more carefully to £ill in the gaps., Questioning, or tesbing oneself
as one reads, and the importance of follou-up antivi{ies such as note-
taking and review are also stressed, (SQ3R or SQuﬁ methods of studyinz.)
The student is encouraged to avoid "an unthinking Pavlovian rercading ol
a chapter" and instead to develop selective reading techniques which will
build ‘the confidence he needs to be able to locate maj;r premises and
specific ideas quickly. |

A third mybh is the belief that you need machines to increase read-
ing speed, To be sure, there are those individuals who nood 0 be pushed
by some external force and prefer that force tq be an 1mperuona¢ machine,
but’ for most subdents the types of reading machines used most frequently
for this purpose interfere with the development of skimming and scanning

skills because they limit the visual field to a single line or group of
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words, Even the EDL machine designed to aid skimuing and scanning has
proved more distracting than beneficial to students since the light drop-
ping doun the page dist?acts the student from his task, Houever, turning
the lighﬂ off and using the machine as a timing device is effvctive, (Dub,
let's face %, there are chiaper timing devices.) The best way to increase
reading rale or learn skimaing and scanning skills is to force yourself to
read fasier, Reliance on a machine to do this for you creates other prob-
lems such as dependcnce on the machine and inability to transfer the skills
that might be developed, provided you can concemtrate enough on the machines
to develop the skills,

A fourth myth involves the feeling that it is somehw: sinful to skip
passages in reading. Some authorities‘say that this guilt feceling steas
froa the old attitudes toward the Bible as The VWord; bul it may also re-
sult from one's early reading experienc:s and the reading techniques de-

manded and reinforced by elementary teachers-—-if you bave been scolded or

embarrassed for overlooking triviabyour confidence in your ability to dis~

swriminate main points from details may have been shaltered., Many students

suffer from this fecling...no matter how dull or irrelevant the written

[

naterial, they feel guilty if they don't read it all. Making decisions as
‘bo what part of a text you should spend your time on is a new idea to many | ;
students, as is the fact that they can develop the capacity to identify @
the important ccacepts qﬁickly. | '

A £ifth mybh is, "There's something about my eyes that keeps me from
slkimming or reading fast," Provided that the student has no severe visual
pathology, this statement almost always is false, The student nust recope-

nize that it's more likely his mind than his vision which keeps him Lrom
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reading ropidly. wst studenis tend to read far more slowly than thoy
need to and will respond to suggestions and tedhn:i.qu-::s that will help
jnerease the rate at which they can cet the ideas they nued from tloir
reading assignnento,

A sixth myth is, ".‘If T read too rapidly, my comprchension will drop.™”
This is a particularly difficult attitude to overcomz, since if the per-
son panics and worries aboub whether ho's coqprehending or not, his com-
prehension will naturally drop, because he's not paying attention to the
context of the naterial he's reading. Reassuring the student that skimaing
and scanning skills used appropriately can greatly cenhance his compre-~
hension and rcbention off difficult materials and demonstrabing heu this
works may help him overcome ‘this fear.

Do Collere Stidents 'eed Skimming and Scannine Skills?

The Skimming ond Sconnine Improvement Prosram grew out of several

needs, First, we found that many college students reported that they
vsed skimming or scanning skills in theix» textbook studyinge Furthermore,
we asked a random sample of freshmen if they were inte:c.csted in taling a
course to improve their skimming and scamning skill and the majority
indicated that they were, Thirdly, in attempting to teac;h students to

skim and scan we found that there were few materials or exerciscs

available on the appropriate college levol, (Maxwell, 1968)

What Moberials Are Apnrenriate for Skimmine an! Scanning Training?

Thpovrh tricl and error, we found that lengbhy passages Lfrom rogulor
colloge textbooks in different subject arens were the most meaningful to

sbudonts. Selections were made from social, physical, and biological
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sciences, essays, and bibliographic and indexed material. Most of the
selections were from freslmen and sophomore Courscs. In attempting to
develop excrcises fc junicr and senior courses,. ve ran into the prob-
1em of technical vocabulary, particularly in the science subjects, vhich
made it virtuhlly inpossible for students who lacked the background in
the terminologies developed in the more basic courses to understand the

concepts. So for advanced level materials we selacted general articles

from Science and Scientific American. which had fewer unexplained ‘tech-
nical térms,

Tour types of exercises v re developed for cach selectlion:  skinming
for the main idea, scanning for details, scanning for words or phrases or
technical vozabularly, and genercl comprehension questions for more inten-
sive reading.

Tn pretesting our material, we foud that many students (rang’ng from
freshmen to faculty members) were tobally unzble to locate main ideas
quickly as required in the slkimming exercices. (The only faculbly excep-
bions were tli English instructors who evidently developed this faciliby
through years of practice searching for thesis sbatements in freshman
compostitions,)

Yhen Do You Use Skimmine and Scanning?

Skimming and scenning bechnigques should be used for pre-reading any
textbook, The more difficulb the toxl the more important it is to get an
over-vicw of the chapter, and to debermine how it relates to the preceding
and subsequent chapters. In reading and. studying science temts, ‘the skim-
ming preview is equally important since ihe chapters are often so close

packed vwith facls that a student could casily lose himself in the delails



Maxwell-p.8

and overlock the major ideas. Scanning is an important skill to master in
science too, for the vocabulary terms arc So crucial to comprehension that
if the stud'nt is unawarc of the delinitions befors 1.18. attempts to read
the chapter, he places himoelf in virtual].y the samo position s on2 who
attempts to read a forcipn languace bock by looking up cvery olher word
(and promptly forgetiing it). DBy scanning for the most importunt terns,
and reading around them, one can usually find the definition withoub
looking it up in a glossary, since terms arc usually definc.. as they are
sntroduced in context. So knowing the key vocabulary conceptbs, one's
task in learning the major ideas and discovering the relevant supporting
details is greabtly simplified, |

Scanning skills also have valug as a wars-up for more intensives read-
ing (i.c., looking for an interesting idea or pussare may serve Lo moti-
vabe you to complete an otherwise dull chapter).

Bobh skimming and scanning skills are valuable. too in reviewing the
selcction to make sure significant concepts have been mastered and the
debails are clear. If the student is @ble to build adequabe quesbions in
his pre-skimming or intensive reading stages, he then c'an skim and scan
to verify his answers, Also this serves to help him fixcrelevant points
in his memory so that he can rebain them longers

e e
'l

Scanning is also invalugble in locabing specific informa.tion necded

in writing research papers,

Techniques for Tmnmroving Skimming and Scanning Skills

The results of a series of sbudies we have conducted sugpest that 1he
most effoctive technique for teaching a student to skim and scan is to

conblinl the amount of time he spends on the exercises. Unless e is forced
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to skim in order to locatc main ideas, he won't., He must be constanlly
pressured by timc. Introducing specific techuiques for scanuing (such
as moving onc's cyes in a 7-patiern) appears to interfere with che

development of scanning skills, at least during.thc initial stagbr of
learning, for the studceuy apparently concentrates on vhat his eyus are
doing rather than the ideas for which he is scarching. As he beconcs
habituated to fixing his mind on a spacific detail and moving his eyes
rapidly to locate 1t, he is then able to experiment with different
methods. Skimming skills which involve searching for the main premise of
a.selcction, arc aided by tcaching the student to-analyze the writer's
organizational pattern. Such techniques as reading the first two and last
two paragraphs, looking at topic headings and topic sentences, analyzing
paragraph construction, ete., muke it simpler 1o guide the student to use
these cues in locating the mein idea. |

There are some cautions that neced to be cbserved in teaching skiuming
and scanning, First, the student must be certain of his purpose and
the kind of information he is secking prior to starting. Studies have
shown that students who arc scanning for answers {to quéstions on specific
details are likely to locate the information vhich they ére seeking'but
are not apt to rctain other content. Thus closing ore's mind in advanee
by concentrating on a few spr cifies is not always a good study ckill, but
it is useful in special situations like verifying facts to be used in a
texi paper, or looking for additional references. Skimming for major
poirds and concepts prior to reading, helps the student develop a con-

ceplual Cramework to organize and retain the facts that he will galn on
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a'more intensive reading. Furthermore, post-reading scanning for facts

or details as a review 1s a most useful technigue to enhance rctention.

Tt is well to caution the student that the information gained from skimming
and scanning alonglis usually not sufficient to enable Lim to pass college

course examinations. However, developing effective skimming and scanning

technigues will help him to reduce the amount of time he will nced to spend

on intensive reading.

At the University of Maryland, we(havé completed several studies using
the skimming and scanning materials as a part of a short.lO-hour reading'
effectiveness ﬁorkshop. Students receiving skimming and scanning training
glong with more traditionnl techniques in rapid reading (Controlled Reader
Exercises and SRA cards) showed greater 1mprovement in reading effeciency
(rate times comprehension) than students using the traditlonal mateiials
alone, Although further studies are needed to cross—valldafe these results,
they do suggest that skimming and scanning training may enhance répid

reading gains.

Summary

This paper describes the rationale of a new progréﬁ ﬁhich helps students
learn to apply skimming and soahning skills to coliége‘teitbook reading - and
study. Realistic, lengthy selections have been complled’irom social science,
science and other disciplines and exerciscs written to traln otudents to
skim for main ideas, scan for details and read for maximﬁm comprchension,
Preliminary studies suggest that including skimming and scanning training
in short rapid rcading courscs results in incrcased raﬁe gains and mdy produce

morce Tlexible recadercs,
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