Fast Reading Strategies
Or, How to Read a Scholarly Book Without Really Reading All of It

By Gyorgy “George” Toth 

*** For your eyes only ***
You have a 300-page scholarly book to read, but only a few hours to do it. What do you do?
A. Freak out / panic – run around screaming with your hands flailing

B. You go out drinking “because there’s no way I can read this book – I might as well go out with a bang.”

C.  Buckle down and read every page in desperate hopes that by some miracle you will be able to finish it before class.

D. Try to read the book fast and get the overall gist of it so that you can intelligently discuss it.

If you have picked D, here is how you do it.

Focus on the book’s title and think hard (and take notes of your speculations) about why this is the precise title. What other titles could have been in the running? Why does this title describe the topic better than the other possible titles? After fast reading the book, return to the title: Does the title still accurately describe the book?

Take a look at the contents of the book. What are the major divisions of the chapters? Are they thematic or chronological divisions? Do you think they will work well? After fast reading the book, return to this question and answer it again.

Read the whole introduction. Find the author’s thesis statement. “This book will…” “This book is a study of…” These are some key phrases to look for. Paraphrase the book’s thesis in your written notes. Pay careful attention to the introduction’s descriptions of what each book chapter will do. Take notes of this. Take note of the individual chapter titles. 
Look through the book’s bibliography / works cited section. What other scholars does the author refer to? (Do you know their scholarship / scholarly paradigms/analytical frameworks? This helps you situate the book & its author in the larger trends/vein of scholarship – crucial for your understanding.)
Examine the book’s list of research sources. What are these: Archives? Interviews? Participant observation? What kinds of materials did the author work with? Are these in any way usual or unusual for this kind of scholarship? Is the author innovative or orthodox in their use of sources?
Read the introduction and conclusion of each chapter. Take notes of their content and arguments. 

Check the footnotes of each chapter: what sources do they use and how?

Look at the subheadings in each chapter. Take note of how their progression advances the chapter’s argument. 
Read the first sentence of each paragraph. Each first sentence is a mini-thesis statement. Together, they give you a sense of the progression of the chapter’s argument.
After you finish fast reading each chapter, summarize it in your written notes. Briefly describe the sources the chapter uses, and its methodology (such as the close reading of archival documents or literary texts, participant observation, ethnographic description or interview, critical analysis of visual texts, etc.). Take notes of what you think about these – how is or isn’t the chapter and therefore the book effective in its scholarship? Be prepared to present and discuss your ideas about this.

Before going to class, read over your notes about the book once or twice. This will put your notes in your short-term memory, so that you can recall them in class. If you need to write about the book in the course or in later courses, you can refer to these notes. If you want to be really organized, you should create a document that will be the annotated bibliography of each book you read this way. 

NOTE THAT THIS WAY OF FAST READING OF SCHOLARLY BOOKS IS REALLY JUST AN EMERGENCY “QUICK AND DIRTY” WAY TO READ THEM. IT WILL NOT SERVE YOU WELL IN CAREFUL SCHOLARSHIP, WHICH REQUIRES YOU TO ACTUALLY QUOTE THE AUTHOR AND CITE PAGE NUMBERS FROM THE BOOK. FOR THAT, YOU WILL NEED TO RE-READ THE WHOLE OF (AT LEAST THE RELEVANT CHAPTER/S OF) THE BOOK.
