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By Jiminy
Crooning crickets make trade-offs.

How to Speed Read
C A R L  T H U M
D I R E C T O R ,  A C A D E M I C  S K I L L S  C E N T E R

Speed reading isn’t just about speed—“it’s about reading improvement,” says Thum, adjunct 
assistant professor of writing. Anyone can train their eyes to move faster across a page of 
informational prose, he says, but the ability to accurately recall what is read is the real chal-
lenge. Proper speed-reading technique combines increased speed with enhanced compre-
hension. Here are Thum’s tips for becoming a more effective reader.    —Gayne Kalustian ’17

 		

>>> In the 1997 bestseller The Innova-
tor’s Dilemma, Clayton Christensen 
explained how “disruptive” industry 
upstarts often displace larger, estab-
lished companies. Tuck professor An-
drew King put this idea to the test by 
interviewing 79 management experts 
and found that many of Christensen’s 
case studies did not fit the conditions 
of his theory. “Theories can provide 
warnings of what may happen,” 
writes King in MIT Sloan Management 
Review, “but they are no substitute for 
thoughtful analysis.”

Quanta Leap
Coming soon: gigapixel sensor.

>>> Thayer professor Eric Fossum and 
Ph.D. candidate Jiaju Ma have created 
a proof of concept of a gigapixel image 
sensor powerful enough to detect 
individual electrons. Three years in 
the making, the Quanta Image Sensor 
(QIS) is designed to be compatible 
with the sensor technology found in 
most cell phones and digital cameras—
“so it’s easy for industry to adopt it,” 
says Fossum. With its extreme light 
sensitivity, the QIS is particularly well 
suited for low-light applications such 
as security cameras.

E U R E K A !

ESTABLISH A GOAL

“Ask yourself what you 
are reading, why you 
are reading it and what 
you want to get out of 
it. If you’re not doing 
that, two things are go-
ing to happen: You’re 
going to read more 
slowly than you need 
to and you’re not going 
to get much out of it. 
It’s like a ‘pre-pre-read-
ing’ and it takes about 
two seconds. Once 
you have this notion of 
what you want to do 
and why you are doing 
it, then you can start 
acting on it in a way 
that makes sense.”

SURVEY THE WHOLE

“Never start with the 
first word of the first 
sentence on the first 
page. It’s like taking a 
mental trip without a 
cognitive map. Create 
an ‘advanced orga-
nizer.’ You’re going to 
look at the headings, 
the titles, how long 
the piece is, if there 
is a summary at the 
end, subheadings, the 
pictures, how many 
parts it is divided into. 
Start taking notes to 
reduce and distill the 
information. Forget 
the underlining and 
turn all the headings 
and subheadings into 
a question to get at 
the most important 
information.”

MAKE FEWER STOPS

“All a faster reader 
does better than 
a slower reader is 
make fewer fixations, 
or stops with their 
eyes, per line. Since a 
significant number of 
words are meaningless, 
many readers learn to 
fixate on the content 
words—nouns, verbs, 
adjectives—that have 
meaning. One simple 
technique to increase 
reading rate (and im-
prove comprehension) 
is to draw two equally 
spaced vertical lines 
down the page and, 
using a pen or pencil, 
make three eye fixa-
tions per line, rather 
than 10 or 15 fixations.”

PRACTICE

“If you’re going to need 
to be able to retrieve 
the information, 
whether because you’re 
going to be tested on 
it or you want to be 
able to pull it out at a 
cocktail party, you need 
to put the information 
from your short-term 
memory into your 
long-term memory. Do 
not go back and reread 
it. Go back and actively 
review and practice the 
information. Go back 
and ask yourself your 
questions. You don’t do 
it once, you do it two 
or three times. That 
pushes the point of 
how serious you want 
to be about this.”
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>>> Regardless of body size or song 
type, male crickets use similar amounts 
of energy during mating calls, accord-
ing to Laurel Symes, Neukom Fellow 
in the departments of psychological 
and brain sciences and biological 
sciences. Her study, published in the 
journal Evolution, examined acoustic 
trait variations among Oecanthus tree 
crickets in relation to calories burned. 
The findings represent “some of the 
clearest examples of biological trade-
offs and suggest that evolutionary 
pathways may be tightly constrained,” 
says Symes.

Disrupted!
Popular theory takes a hit.

37% 
Increase in the number of alumni 
emails sent during the past year 

to the Alumni Council alumni 
liaison committee. Many of the 

1,350 messages offered opinions 
about the cost of tuition or 

student life.

A L U M N I  I N  AC T I O N

A S K  T H E  E X P E R T

“The only time my guys tackle 
is 10 times a year in games. 

I think injury reduction and 
concussive injury reduction is going 

to be huge for us.” 
—Football coach Buddy Teevens ’79 on his program’s new remote-

controlled “mobile virtual player” used for tackling practice
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