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Presentation abstract 
 

We summarised the findings of our ESRC funded project ‘Revealing the implications of 

reading strategy for reading behaviour and comprehension’. The research employed eye-

tracking methods, such as measuring when and where the eyes move to reveal what is 

processed during reading and skimming. Experiments that include manipulations of text 

characteristics help reveal how reading strategies affect comprehension of text. Our 

findings have important implications for teaching reading strategy study skills. We are 

excited to engage those working in learning development to explore the implications of our 

findings for study skills teaching and to inform our programme of research. 

 

 

Discussion prompts: 

 

1. Guidance/approaches to teaching reading skills (especially related to skimming and 

scanning). 



White, Wu, Qahtani, Warrington, 
Balcombe and Paterson 

                       Effects of reading strategies on reading behaviour and                  
comprehension: implications for teaching study skills 

 

Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Special Issue 25: October 2022    2 

2. Discuss whether the findings from our project fit with the guidance/approaches being 

used to teach reading skills. 

3. Effects of reading strategies on learning and decision making: identifying further 

research questions with potential for application within (and collaboration with) the 

field of learning development. 

 

 

Poster key points: 

 

• Our research uses eye movement recordings to examine how the mechanisms 

underlying reading are modulated by readers’ goals (reading for comprehension vs. 

skimming for gist). 

• Eye movement behaviour is different during skimming as compared to careful 

reading: words (especially short words) are more likely to be skipped, there are 

shorter word reading times and there is less re-reading of previous text. 

• Comprehension is poorer during skimming compared with more careful reading for 

comprehension. This could be due to: words being omitted from comprehension 

(when sequences of words are skipped); limited reanalysis of text to resolve 

incomplete comprehension; limited time for integration of concepts within the text; 

limited time for integration of the text with prior knowledge. 

• Our research can help to clarify common misconceptions about rapid reading and 

inform guidance for reading skills. Specifically, readers need to be aware that 

skimming can result in only superficial comprehension, and that it is important to 

allocate more time for reading (including re-reading) when comprehension is critical. 
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Figure 1. Conference poster.  
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Community response  
 

These community reflections were contributed by three members of the community. These 

reflections have been presented as original, unedited content from the community.  

 

This was a really interesting keynote. Reading is something I don’t think is given enough 

attention – we focus mainly on critical reading but actually have very little information and 

few resources for students to understand how they physically read and especially around 

skimming, scanning or reading quickly. We like to think students are reading entire books 

critically and carefully, but in reality, that is not happening and is not possible. We need to 

ensure students understand when skimming or scanning is appropriate but also the 

dangers and problems. Developing a toolkit for scanning/skimming would be really great to 

share with students as it is a definite gap currently. I will be taking these ideas forward and 

looking at my reading workshops to edit and integrate this learning.  

 

I agree with the comments above about reading being an often under-explored area of 

academic practice. This keynote, and the research it was based on, provided a timely and 

important corrective to some of the ‘advice’ on reading – especially when it comes to 

reading more efficiently. As several participants noted, the pseudo-scientific claims 

contained within much popular guidance (promising to enhance reading speed and 

accelerate comprehension) is popular precisely because it does speak to perceived needs 

among students. Learning developers are often well-placed to mediate the tensions 

between these needs and the false promises and unhelpful advice so widely available. For 

these reasons, it is really encouraging to see how keen Prof. White and colleagues are to 

work with the ALDinHE community to ensure the insights from the research project can be 

put to practical, educational use. If this is to be effective, I suggest it needs to be situated 

within a broader conversation with students concerning the varied purposes for academic 

reading, what these purposes mean for how different types of text should be approached, 

the assumed role of the HE student as a ‘critical’ reader etc. 

 

I enjoyed engaging with this keynote speaker, and I agree that this is an under-researched 

topic. I particularly like how the above commentator terms the ‘pseudo-scientific claims’ 

associated with popularised reading guidance – and this is certainly a problem. However, I 

sometimes think the issue here is one of context. I have no doubt that ‘speed reading’ and 

other reading approaches may have their place. At the same time, I do not think this place 
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is higher education. I think you can speed read some business minutes before a meeting 

with some success, but that would not work with a journal article ahead of a seminar. In our 

approach to reading, we must be mindful that there are multiple contexts in which any given 

strategy may be used. It is also fair to recognise that students might not appreciate this – 

and speed reading is an attractive concept. I have been able to use this attraction in my 

practice by offering speed reading workshops, but using them as an opportunity to critically 

appraise the practice. In doing so, students can build an appreciation of what it is and 

where it can be used – hopefully, also acknowledging this will not work for academic 

reading.   

 

 

Authors’ reflections 
 

Conference participants reported that their students skim read and that some use rapid 

reading apps. Conference participants reported that they try to challenge these behaviours 

sensitively, helping students to appreciate the value of reading in more depth. However, 

although there are established resources available for teaching critical and active reading, 

conference participants reported that there are minimal resources available for teaching 

students about skimming and scanning. In addition, not all participants were aware that 

speed reading is a misnomer (there is a speed-accuracy trade-off (Rayner et al., 2016)). 

Therefore, it is important to help learning developers understand the effects of rapid reading 

on comprehension, and to equip them with knowledge of the science that can help debunk 

common misconceptions. 

 

Conference participants suggested creating a ‘toolkit’ for learning developers that would 

support teaching about how skimming affects comprehension. One conference participant 

noted that it is hard to teach reading skills because it is difficult for advisors to observe the 

approaches that students are taking, and it is difficult for students to observe good practice 

(students rarely see academics reading). An online toolkit could include videos of eye 

tracking recordings to demonstrate different reading behaviours, and to provide starting 

points for discussion about how reading strategies affect comprehension. 

 

More information about our research (including a video for young adults) is available on our 

project webpage: https://le.ac.uk/esrc-reading-goals-project.  

 

https://le.ac.uk/esrc-reading-goals-project
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