
How to Read for College 
  
Reading in college is different from other kinds of reading you might do. You’re being asked to 
engage with the information in different ways – not just aesthetically, or emotionally, but also 
analytically, with the purpose of extracting information, illuminating issues, and raising 
questions for discussion. In other words, you’re expected to be responsible for making meaning 
out of this. 
 
At the same time, professors assign a lot of readings. So here are some of the tricks I’ve gathered 
over the years, that have gotten me through academic reading.  
 

1. Skim for Arguments. Pay special attention to introductions and conclusions, and the 
moments along the way where the author is flagging things for special attention.  

2. Look up the book online. Read the jacket copy that the publishers wrote for the book. See 
if you can find an academic review. This often provides great context. 

3. Connect it to the themes of the class. Ask, “Why might Tanya have chosen this reading?” 
and “What does this have to do with the other things we’ve been talking about?” 

4. When a word comes up that you don’t understand, please look it up in the dictionary. If it 
comes up often, you really must try figure out what the author means. This will save you 
enormous amounts of confusion later on.  

5. Read with others. Get together with a couple of other people in the class to do the 
readings. Divide and conquer – split the readings among you, and have a conversation.  
 

Taking Notes and Preparing for Class Discussion 
 

1. Read the beginning and ending of each selection first. Here, most authors will tell you 
exactly what they’re writing about, why they think it’s an important subject, and how 
they’re going to go about convincing you.  Skim for arguments.  

2. Read it one paragraph at a time. As you finish each paragraph, stop and summarize the 
author’s main point. You can do this speaking out loud, as though a friend is asking you, 
“What’s the author trying to say here?” You can also try writing it down. Use simple 
language, either way. 

3. Try making your own summary of the reading. Make an outline. Write down the key 
arguments. 

4. Mark the areas that you don’t understand. Bring these to class – these are great questions 
to ask in our class discussion! 

5. Critique the reading. Mark the areas that you disagree with. Use these to construct a 
critique of the reading that you can share during discussions. Remember, critique isn’t the 
same thing as criticism – this is about engaging with the work through all the channels of 
your experience, from your unique perspective. Check out the art school handout, 
“Critique sentence starters” for tips on how to engage. 

 
This might sound like a lot of work, but I promise you that reading this way – carefully, with the 
intention of engaging with the writer’s ideas – will save you an enormous amount of time, effort 
(and frustration) later on.  


