
Academic Skills Resources

Tips for active reading
During your time at university, you will no doubt be given a reading list, with quite a vast number of
texts in it. A question that is sure to arise is ‘how do I navigate these texts to retrieve the
information I want?’

This hand-out aims to give you some tips on how to read actively. This is an important skill that
can be extended out to all different types of reading: for books, journal/newspaper/magazine
articles, and even musical scores.

1. Be clear of the assignment question or research topic that you are trying to
answer/research. Make some brief notes about what you might already know about the
subject, and what information you would like to find out.

2. Be sure of how you can retrieve your information in the first place. Now you have
thought a little about what sort of information you want, use the library service resources to
assist in information retrieval. Your Faculty Librarian can also assist you with this.
In addition, www.open.ac.uk/safari is a very thorough resource for this sort of activity.

3. Active reading can be thought of as a 5 step process:
● Survey
● Question
● Read
● Recall
● Review

Survey: the skill of skimming over the text: i.e. trying to get a basic gist of the text, and not
reading every single word. Rather, you are trying to decide whether certain sections are
worth fuller reading. This skill takes practice.

Question: Writing down those questions that you want to be answered by your reading,
e.g. have other people written about the Napoleonic Wars?

Read: Thoroughly reading through a relevant chapter.

Recall: Going over what you have just read, to clarify the information for yourself.

Review: Writing down the information that is relevant from your reading, the details of the
resource (author, publisher, etc.) and the page(s) that your information comes from.

4. Don’t forget the introductions, abstracts and prefaces: read these first to get an initial
idea if the text is worth further reading.

Combine these active reading skills with your critical analysis, in order to start building your
engagement with the text.

Information on Active Reading in step 3 compiled with assistance from the Cardiff University publication: The Learning
Guide, section 4.

http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/learn/assets/PDF/student_information/The-learning-guide.pdf
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