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Technological advances and skilful marketing have 

meant that the mobile phone has moved from being 

simply an accessory to a status as an essential piece of 

equipment. From teenagers to grandmothers, the nation 

has taken to the mobile phone as a constant link for 

business and social purposes. As a phenomenon, the 

ascendancy of the mobile phone, in a multitude of ways, 

has had a critical impact on the way people organise their 

lives.

Clearly, the convenience of the mobile is attractive. It is 

constantly available to receive or send calls. While these 

are not cheap, the less expensive text-message alternative 

provides a similar ‘constant contact’ facility. At a 

personal and social level, this brings peace of mind to 

parents as teenagers can locate and be located on the 

press of a button. However, in business terms, while it 

means that employees are constantly accessible and, with 

more sophisticated models, can access internet 

communications also, there is no escape from the workplace. 

The emergence of abbreviated text-message language has 

wrought a change in everyday print. For example, pupils 

and students have been known to submit written work 

using text message symbols and language. Some have 

declared this to mark the demise of standard English. 

Furthermore, the accessibility of the mobile phone has 

become a problem in colleges and universities where it 

has been known for students in examinations to use the 

texting facility to obtain information required.

The ubiquity of the mobile phone has generated changes 

in the way that services are offered. For instance, this 

means that trains, buses, and restaurants have declared 

‘silent zones’ where the mobile is not permitted, to give 

others a rest from the ‘I’m on the train’ style mobile 

phone conversation.

While the marked increase in mobile phone sales indicates 

that many in the population have embraced this technology, 

by contrast, ‘mobile’ culture has not been without its 

critics. Real concerns have been expressed about the 

potential dangers that can be encountered through mobile 

phone use.

Table 8.1 Sample reading text, showing reading ‘signposts’. This text 

might represent the introduction to a textbook on modern communications in

electrical engineering, journalism, marketing or psychology. The light shaded

areas indicate the topic sentences; darker shading indicates the signpost

words. You can also use this text of 744 words to assess your speed of reading

(see Table 8.2).
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One such danger is that associated with driving while 

speaking on a mobile. A body of case law has been 

accumulated to support the introduction of new legislation 

outlawing the use of hand-held mobile phones by drivers 

while driving. The enforcement of this legislation is 

virtually impossible to police and, thus, much is down to 

the common sense and responsibility of drivers. Again, 

technology has risen to meet the contingency with the 

development of ‘hands-free’ phones that can be used 

while driving and without infringing the law.

A further danger is an unseen one, namely the impact of 

the radiation from mobile phones on the human brain. 

Research is not well advanced in this area and data 

related to specific absorption rates (SARs) from the use of 

mobile phones and its effect on brain tissue is not yet 

available for evaluation. Nevertheless, although this lack 

of evidence is acknowledged by mobile phone companies, 

they advise that hands-free devices reduce the SARs 

levels by 98 per cent.

Mobile phone controversy is not confined only to the 

potential dangers related to the units alone; some people 

have serious concerns about the impact mobile phone 

masts have on the area surrounding them. The fear is that 

radiation from masts could induce serious illness among 

those living near such masts. While evidence refuting or 

supporting this view remains inconclusive, there appears 

to be much more justification for concern about emissions 

from television transmitters and national grid pylons, 

which emit far higher levels of electro-magnetic radiation. 

Yet, little correlation appears to have been made between 

this fundamental of electrical engineering and the 

technology of telecommunications.

In summary, although it appears that there are enormous 

benefits to mobile phone users, it is clear that there are 

many unanswered questions about the impact of their use 

on individuals. At one level, these represent an intrusion 

on personal privacy, whether as a user or as a bystander 

obliged to listen to multiple one-sided conversations in 

public places. More significantly, there is the potential for 

unseen damage to the health of individual users as they 

clamp their mobiles to their ears. Whereas the individual 

has a choice to use or not to use a mobile phone, people 

have fewer choices in relation to exposure to dangerous 

emissions from masts. While the output from phone 

masts is worthy of further investigation, it is in the more 

general context of emissions from electro-magnetic masts 

of all types that serious research needs to be developed.

Table 8.1 continued
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The average reading speed is said to be 265 words per minute (wpm).

Reading speed for university students may be slightly lower, as

aspects like difficulty of the text, unfamiliarity with the terminology

used and the complexity of the concepts being discussed in the text

have the potential to slow down reading. However, as you become

more familiar with the subject and the issues being covered in your

course and, thus, with your supplementary reading, then your reading

speed will increase.

You can assess your normal reading speed using either method

described in Table 8.2. The text of Table 8.1 is a suitable piece of

writing whose word length is already known, should you wish to try

method B. If your reading speed seems slow, then you can work on

improving it by using a similar level and length of text at the same

time each day. Go through the reading speed process and, gradually,

you should see your average creeping up.

Table 8.2 How to calculate your reading speed. These two examples show

the principles of how to do this calculation.

Method A (specified reading time)

a Select a chapter from a textbook (this is better than a newspaper or journal

because these are often printed in columns)

b Calculate the average number of words per line,

e.g. 50 words counted over 5 lines = 10 words per line

c Count the number of lines per page = 41 total lines

d Multiply (b × c) = 10 × 41 = 410 words per page

e Read for a specific time (to the nearest minute 

or half-minute) without stopping = 4 minutes’ reading

f Number of pages read in 4 minutes = 2.5 pages read

g Multiply (d × f) = 410 × 2.5 = 1025 total words read

h Divide (g ÷ e) = 1025 ÷ 4 = 256 words per minute

Method B (specified text length)

a Find a piece of text of known or estimated word 

length (see method A) = 744 words

b Note the time taken to read this in seconds = 170 seconds

c Convert the seconds to a decimal fraction of 

minutes = 170 ÷ 60 = 2.8 minutes

d Divide (a ÷ c) = 744 ÷ 2.8 = 266 words per minute
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There are many other strategies you can develop to read and absorb

content quickly. These include:

● Skimming. Pick out a specific piece of information by quickly 

letting your eye run down a list or over a page looking for a key

word or phrase, as when seeking a particular name or address in 

a phone book.

● Scanning. Let your eye run quickly over a piece of text, for example,

before you commit yourself to study-read the whole text. 

This will help you to gain an overview of the content before 

you start.

● Picking out the topic sentences. As seen above and in Figure 8.1

and Table 8.1, by reading the topic sentences you will be able to

flesh out your overview of the text content. This will aid your

understanding before you study-read the whole text.

● Identifying the signpost words. As noted above, these help guide

you as the reader through the logical process that the author has

mapped out for you.

● Recognising clusters of grammatically allied words. Subliminally,

you will be grouping words in clusters according to their natural

alliances. This will help you to read by making fewer fixations and

this will improve your reading speed. You can improve your speed

at doing this by using the eye-gymnastics exercise described 

earlier.

● Taking cues from punctuation. As you read, you will gain some

understanding by interpreting the text using the cues of full stops

and commas, for example, to help you gain understanding of what

you are reading. The importance of punctuation to comprehension

is vital (a point to remember as an academic author).

To be effective, reading quickly must be matched by a good level 

of comprehension, while reading too slowly can mean that

comprehension is hampered. Clearly, you need to incorporate tests 

of your understanding to check that you have understood the main

points of the text. One method of reading that incorporates this is

called the SQ3R method – survey, question, read, recall and review

(Table 8.3). This is also a helpful strategy for exam revision as 

it incorporates the development of memory and learning skills

simultaneously. Another test of assimilation is note-making. This is

covered in Ch 10.
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Table 8.3 Reading for remembering: the SQ3R method. The point of 

this method is that the reader has to engage in processing the material in 

the text and is not simply reading on ‘autopilot’ where very little is being

retained.

Survey stage

● Read the first paragraph (topic paragraph) and last paragraph (terminator

paragraph) of a chapter or page of notes

● Read the intervening paragraph topic sentences

● Focus on the headings and sub-headings, if present

● Study the graphs and diagrams for key features

Question stage

● What do you know already about this topic?

● What is the author likely to tell you?

● What specifically do you need to find out?

Read stage

● Read the entire section quickly to get the gist of the piece of writing; 

finger-tracing techniques may be helpful at this point

● Go back to the question stage and revisit your initial answers

● Look especially for keywords, key statements, signpost words

● Do not stop to look up unknown words – go for completion

Recall stage

● Turn the book or your notes over and try to recall as much as possible

● Make key pattern headings/notes/diagrams/flow charts (Ch 10)

● Turn over the book again

● Check over for accuracy of recall; suggested recall periods – every 20 minutes

Review stage

● After a break, try to recall the main points

Practical tips for reading effectively and 

with understanding

Be selective and understand your purpose. Think about why you 

are reading. Look at the material you have already collected relating

to the subject or topic you aim to research. For example, this may

even include lecture notes, which ought to remind you of the way 

a particular topic was presented, the thrust of an argument or a

procedure. Are you reading to obtain a general overview or is it to

identify additional specific information? Use a technique and material

that suits your needs.
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Adjust your reading speed according to the type of text you have

to read. For example, a marginally interesting article in a general

publication will probably require less intensive reading than a key

chapter in an academic book or an article from an academic journal.

Grasp the general message before dealing with difficult parts.

Not all academic printed material is ‘reader friendly’. If you find a

section of text difficult to understand, then skip over that bit; toiling

over it will not increase your understanding. Continue with your

reading and when you come to a natural break in the text, for example,

the end of a chapter or section, then go back to the ‘sticky’ bit and 

re-read it. Usually, second time round, it will make more sense because

you have an overview of the context. Similarly, don’t stop every time

you come across a new word. Read on and try to get the gist of the

meaning from the rest of the text. When you have finished, look the

word up in a dictionary and add to your personal glossary.

Take regular breaks. Reading continuously over a long period of time

is counterproductive. Concentration is at a peak after 20 minutes, 

but wanes after 40 minutes. Take regular breaks, making sure that

your breaks do not become longer than your study periods.

Follow up references within your text. When you are reading, 

you need to be conscious of the citations to other authors that 

might be given in the text; not all will be relevant to your reading

purpose, but it is worth quickly noting the ones that look most

interesting as you come across them. You’ll usually find the full

publication details in the references at the end of the chapter/article

or at the end of the book. This will give you sufficient information 

to access supplementary reading once you have finished reading the

‘parent’ text.

8.1 Monitor your reading speed. Choose a suitable text and

calculate your speed using either method A or B in Table 8.2. 

If you feel your speed is relatively slow, then try out some of the

methods suggested in the speed-reading section of this chapter.

After a spell of using these methods, and having decided which

suit you, check your speed to see if you have improved.

And now . . .GO

▲
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