
When reading is tough 
 

Successful readers do not see confusion as a mistake or a personal 
shortcoming. Instead, they take it as a cue to change reading strategies 

and process ideas at a deeper level.  
 

Read it again. Make several “passes” through any reading material. 
During a preview, for example, just scan the text to look for key words and 
highlighted material. Next, skim the entire chapter or article again, 
spending a little more time and taking in more than you did during your 
preview. Finally, read in more depth, proceeding word by word through 
some or all of the text. 
 Difficult material-such as the technical writing in science texts- is 
often easier the second time around. Isolate difficult passages and read 
them again, slowly. 
 If you read an assignment and are completely lost, do not despair. 
Sleep on it. When you return to the assignment the next day, see it with 
fresh eyes. 
 
Look for essential words. If you are stuck on a paragraph, mental cross 
out all of the adjectives and adverbs and read the sentences without them. 
Find the important words. These will usually be verbs and nouns. 
 
Hold a minireview. Pause briefly to summarize-either verbally or in 
writing-what you’ve read so far. Stop at the end of a paragraph and recite, 
in your own words, what you have just read. Jot down some notes or create 
a short outline or summary. 
 
Read it out loud. Make noise. Read a passage out loud several times, each 
time using a different inflection and emphasizing a different part of the 
sentence. Be creative. Imagine that you are the author talking. 
 
Talk to your instructor. Admit when you are stuck and make an 
appointment with your instructor. Most teachers welcome the opportunity 
to work individually with students. Point out the paragraph that you found 
toughest to understand. 
 
Skip around. Jump to the next section or end of a tough article or chapter. 
You might have lost the big picture. Simply seeing the next step, the next 
main point, or summary might be all you need to put the details in context. 
Retrace the steps in a chain or ideas and look for examples. Absorb facts 
and ideas in whatever order works for you-which may be different than the 
author’s presentation. 
 



Find a tutor. Many schools provide free tutoring services. If tutoring 
services are not provided by your school, other students who completed 
the course can assist you. 
 
Use another text.  Find a similar text in the library. Sometimes a concept 
is easier to understand if it is expressed in another way. For example, 
children’s encyclopedias can provide useful overviews of baffling subjects.  
 
Stop reading. When none of the above suggestions work, do not despair. 
Admit your confusion and then take a break. Catch a movie, go for a walk, 
study another subject, or sleep on it. The concepts you’ve already absorbed 
might come together at a subconscious level as you move on to other 
activities. Allow some time for that process. When you return to the 
reading material, see it with fresh eyes. 
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