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Understanding Complex Texts 
 
If you have problems understanding a text, don’t just give up; try to work out 
what is getting in the way of understanding. Consider: 

 

• Is the vocabulary too difficult? If you come across new vocabulary, 
don’t just skip over it. Make a note of the word and look it up in the 
dictionary. If it is subject specific vocabulary, write the definitions on 
cue cards and keep them for revision. 

 

• Do you have enough background knowledge to understand the text? If 
not, you might find that it helps to drop down a level and look back at 
GCSE to help you refresh your base of knowledge. If it is a play or a 
novel find a simpler version so that you have a framework to work on in 
terms of plot, characters etc. 

 

• Do not worry about rereading. It may be that after going over the text 
again, points become clearer. Break your reading down into smaller 
chunks and reread slowly. You may find that you need to go over 
something several times to gain complete comprehension. 

 

Active Reading – Read, Recall and Review 
 
When you are reading to learn, structure your reading so that you engage with 
the text. Read a few sentences and then briefly sum up what you have read. 
Say them out loud or jot them down. Then review what you have 
remembered. If you cannot do this, reread using one the following strategies: 

 
Questioning 

 
Set yourself questions before you read. What do you want to find out from the 
text? It may be that you have to answer an essay or a specific question for 
homework and this will guide you. 

 
Highlight key words and phrases 

 
If it is a handout or your own copy of a text, underline any points that you feel 
are relevant. When you look over it again, use colours for what you feel are 
the important points. Use different colours for different information (names, 
dates, different categories etc.) 

 
Make notes in the margin and also use asterisks for important points. 

 
Get the overview 

 
If it is a short piece of text, a newspaper article or report for example, read the 
first paragraph, the first sentence of each following paragraph and then the 
concluding paragraph to gain an overview of the piece. 



Reading to Learn 
 
Try using skimming and scanning techniques to help you to read more 
effectively. 

 
Skimming 

 
Get an overview, if you are using a book, look at information on the back of 
and inside the front cover, go through the contents page and check whether 
there are summaries at the end of sections / chapters. This helps give you an 
idea of whether what you need is contained within the book or a specific 
chapter / section. 

 
If you are using an article, look at any headings, and the first and last 
paragraphs. 

 
Scanning 

 
Identify key terms or pieces of information and scan whole pages looking for 
them. 

 
SQ3R 

 
Try this method to help you read more actively and effectively. 

 

Survey – skim the reading material to identify whether it is relevant. 
 
Question – ask yourself, what do I need to know? What am I looking for? 

 
Read – read the material in detail, highlight key words and phrases and make 
notes in the margin or on a separate piece of paper. 

 
Recall – check your understanding. Tell somebody about what you have just 
read or write a summary of the important points. 

 
Review – check your recall against the reading material. Is there anything 
that you have missed? 


