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In A Week

Tina Konstant


While an undergraduate at the University of Aberdeen, Tina was invited to deliver a series of practical speed-reading workshops to students and the local business community.

She continued to refine and develop the material, which led to speed-reading and information management seminars delivered to businesses in the private and public sectors.

She now consults in the oil and gas sector and writes on a range of subjects from Effective Reading and Information Management to Copywriting and Change Management.
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Introduction

When people think about speed reading they often narrow it down to simply reading fast. This, however, is only a small part of the overall process. The key to truly effective speed reading is first being able to identify what you really want or need to read and then reading that carefully selected material – fast.

Take a moment to mentally review all the information that passes in front of you in a typical day: at home, at work, in the papers at the local coffee shop. How much of it do you ignore because it looks like too much to take on, leaving it instead to build up and stack high until you’re so behind you need days or weeks to catch up – if you ever manage to at all?

If you had a simple process to follow that allowed you to quickly and easily identify the information you need and eliminate that which you don’t need, this backlog of information wouldn’t happen and you’d have more time to live your life instead of worrying about what you might be missing because you think you’re overloaded.

The aim of this book is to give you the tools you need to get up to date and stay that way.

On Sunday: learn the Five-Step System that will allow you to easily and accurately identify what you must read and what you can ignore, giving you time and energy to pick up a novel or a newspaper on your time off instead of feeling guilty about ‘not working’.

On Monday: discover how to increase your reading rate so you can read what you identified as important on Sunday, quickly – except novels which you’ll have the time to enjoy at a leisurely pace.

On Tuesday: practise memory techniques which will ensure that you remember what you read when you need it, allowing what you read to become useful and practical instead of short-lived theory.

On Wednesday: understand how your eyes work and prevent eyestrain no matter where or what you read, whether in a book or on a PC.

On Thursday: explore the distractions that slow you down and learn how to prevent them, allowing you to read in any environment – at home, in an open office, on a train.

On Friday: learn how to vary your technique to suit the material you are reading, to ensure that you are able to use the information when and where you need it long after you’ve read it.

On Saturday: develop your own reading programme to ensure that effective speed reading becomes second nature so you never have to read another book on speed reading!

The key to this book is practice. You don’t have to set aside an hour a day, simply use what you learn in this book on everything you read – from books to newspapers and manuals to cornflake boxes. The more you use it, the more natural it will become so, eventually, you’ll wonder how you ever read any other way.
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This chapter is the key to effective speed reading. If you only have ten minutes to read one chapter in this book, then make it this one. In it you’ll learn a strategy that addresses one of the primary fears people have when it comes to dealing with information: missing something important.

Have you ever been part of a conversation where people are discussing a document or project, only to find that you haven’t a clue what they’re talking about? Have you ever met people in your field who are talking about new trends that you’ve never heard of?

The frustration and overload created in situations like this comes from 1) not being able to identify what’s relevant and what’s not, 2) reading the information but not remembering it and/or 3) not having a strategy for getting through volumes of material in a short amount of time.

This first day outlines a strategy that gives you a solution to these challenges. The skills to identify what you need to read and eliminate what you don’t need to read while being certain that you’ve missed nothing out.

This technique is much like making a good cup of tea; if you follow the instructions, you’ll get the result. Only one step of the five-step system needs practice and that step we’ll explore in more detail on Monday.



How to use this book
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This book is designed to be a workbook for your speed-reading skills and a reference for you as you practise.

Each day may be referred to independently. This makes it easy for you to locate the information you need. Becoming accustomed to moving freely around a book instead of reading it from front to back is an important habit to develop since most authors don’t put the information in precisely the right order to suit you.

Which brings us to a most important rule of effective reading: make your own reading rules.

Here’s a quick guide to reading this book fast and effectively:

  1  Flick through the book to get a feel for its structure.

  2  Read this chapter carefully so you know and understand how to apply the five-step reading system.

  3  Apply the five-step reading system to this book.

As you learn new techniques, practise them here. You will find that you get through the book much faster than you would have imagined and you will have had the opportunity to try out new skills.

Speed reading raises questions

•  What’s the fastest possible reading speed?

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

•  How do I read dry or technical material and maintain concentration?

•  Is speed reading easy to learn?

Firstly, we do not know the limit to the speed at which people can read. As an example, Anne Jones read Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows in 47 minutes (4,251 words per minute), then offered to write book reviews for the media to prove her comprehension, comprehension being the most relevant part of the exercise. Why spend precious time reading if you don’t plan to remember and perhaps use what you read? Remembering the information long after you have read it, whether fact or fiction, will be explored on Tuesday.

Speed reading is easy. It’s the one part of this process that needs some practice but it reflects only one fifth of the reading strategy presented in this book. The rest of the system works simply because you use it.
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The five-step system

There are five stages to the strategy. By the time you complete them 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

•  found the information you need.

And, most importantly, you will have spent a fraction of the time you might otherwise have spent.

To avoid slipping back into old reading habits, accurately follow the five-step process as outlined in this book. Once you are familiar with the system, you can adapt it to any type of reading (articles, newspapers, memos, books or magazines) by combining and omitting steps.

The five-step system has one overriding rule: always know why you are reading something.

Whether the reason is ‘I want to’, ‘it looks interesting’, or ‘because Joe says it’ll be a good read’ doesn’t matter, as long as you have one.

The five steps are:

  1  Preparation

  2  Structure

  3  Language

  4  Content

  5  Purposeful selection

This system is based on the process of highlighting and eliminating. 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 five and 40 minutes for a book of 300 pages. The time you spend on step 5 depends on the amount of detailed information you want from the material.

Steps 1 to 5 will now be precisely detailed. Read through this section once, then, using this book or another non-fiction book, try the system out. At this point don’t worry about reading fast (as in more ‘words per minute’) – we’ll discuss that tomorrow.

Step 1: Preparation

One reason that reading can be frustrating is due to a lack of focus and concentration. The preparation stage helps you stay on task.

First:

•  Write down what you already know about the subject: key words will be sufficient.

Next:

•  Decide what you want from the book – general information, enough information to write a report 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?

Step 2: Structure

The purpose of this stage is to become familiar with the book’s structure:

•  What does it look like?

•  Are there summaries or conclusions?

•  Is the book all words or are there any pictures?

•  What size is the print?

•  Is the text broken up into sections?

•  Is it a series of paragraphs?

For a 300-page book, this step should take about five minutes.

•  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.

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

•  Highlight areas you think you do need.

•  Reaffirm 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

You have prepared yourself and you know the structure of the book. This next step will familiarize you with the language in the book. Is it full of jargon? Do you need a dictionary even before you begin? Is the language so complex that you decide, at this stage, to get a more basic book on the subject? This step works well if you have completed step 1 (preparation) thoroughly.

A 300-page book should only take between five to ten minutes to review for language.

•  Scan the pages at a rate of about a page every few seconds.

•  Look for words that stand out and highlight them. They might be names, long or technical words, or words in bold or italics.

•  Study the language: is it technical, non-technical, user-friendly, are you familiar with it?

•  Do you need to refer to a dictionary (technical or otherwise) before you carry on?

The bonus of going through this step is that as well as getting familiar with the language, you’ll also pick up some of the key ideas, putting you in good shape for step four.


An important note

If you know why you are reading the book you will know what you are looking for and words related to your area of interest will stand out. Try this now: look around the room for everything red. Only red. Notice how much and how many shades of red there are in the room. Now, close your eyes and try and remember everything blue in the room … what did you notice? If you know what you are looking for, you will find it.



Step 4: Content

This is the first time you will be doing anything close to reading. Most well-written material will outline the aim or core of each chapter in the first paragraph and the contents of each paragraph will be made clear in the first sentence of that paragraph. So, for more detail:

•  read the first paragraph of every chapter; and

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

As you read – cross out, highlight, underline, circle, take notes and mind-map. The more thoroughly you do this, the more effective the final stage will be.
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Step 5: Purposeful selection

Here is a thought experiment (don’t actually do this unless you want to fall foul of mountain rescue).

Imagine you are to take a trip from London to Edinburgh. You are to use country roads as far as possible. Imagine you have never taken such a trip before, but still you decide not to use a map. On your arrival in Edinburgh, check your time, which will include all the detours you had to take and the stops you had to make to ask for directions. Make the trip a second time with a map, then compare the ease and speed of the two journeys.

The same principle applies to reading. Steps 1 to 4 create a map for you to follow. Once you know where you are going and how you are going to get there, the task is much easier to accomplish.

The aim of the first four steps is to allow you to select what you need or want to read with purpose.

During the first four steps you have decided what it is you want to read, what answers you are looking for and what you are interested in about the subject. You have studied the structure of the book, you are familiar with the language, you have read approximately one third of the content and you have an excellent understanding of what information the book contains. You are now in a position to select the sections you really need to read without worrying whether you have missed anything out or not.

To do this most effectively:

•  Review the notes you made in step 1.

•  Add to your notes any information you have gained as you have been reading.

•  Ask: ‘Have I found what I’m looking for?’

•  If you have what you need, stop.

•  If not, review the key words you have highlighted in step 3 and repeat the question: ‘Do I have what I want yet?’

•  You made notes in step 4: review them and again ask whether you have what you want.

•  If you decide that you need more information, then go through the book and read the sections you identified as relevant during the first four steps.

•  If you do decide you need to read the entire book you will find you will be able to read it much faster, because, having completed the first four steps, you will know what the book contains and what to expect.
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If you know nothing about a subject it is almost impossible to remember what you read. The five-step system helps you build a framework of knowledge, making retention and recall easier.
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