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If you’re like me, you want to read more effectively, but you don’t know how 
and can’t find the time. Solomon wrote, “The writing of many books is endless, 
and excessive devotion to books is wearying to the body.”* I agree. The stacks of 
unopened volumes in my own library weary me just looking at them.  

To make matters worse, even the good books we read often do little good in our 
lives because we forget the details almost immediately. Often our goal is to finish 
the book, not feast on its contents and master the material, so we read inefficiently.  

I want to suggest a plan that will change that for you. I would like to show you 
how you can read less, more. It’s based on one simple idea: It’s better to thoroughly 
read one or two good books than “finish” ten or twenty by reading them cover to 
cover and then moving on.

The idea raises two practical problems. First, how do we know if a book is worth 
investing time in? Second, what techniques will allow us to read thoroughly, yet 
quickly, leading to a thorough understanding of the author’s ideas?  

FOur PagES a Day

Don’t think you have to read 50, 25, or even 10 books a year to stay educated, 
informed, and equipped. Instead, I want you to think about carefully reading just 
six books during the next twelve months.  

For some of you, even that number may seem overwhelming. It isn’t. It’s 60 days 
per book, or four pages per day for a 200 page title. Even a person who reads very 
casually can accomplish this, especially using the techniques I’ll show you.

I want you to consider devoting two months to one book. The object is not 
simply to read from beginning to end, though. The goal is to have a thorough 
understanding of the book’s ideas and arguments. I’m going to show you how  
to read a book in such a way that at the end of two months you can say, “I own  
this book.”  

For that you need a system. Starting at the beginning and reading through word 
by word to the end is a system, of sorts, but it’s not a very good one. The key is to 
effective reading is going through a book more than once at different levels. I’m 
going to show you how. Follow these four steps for non-fiction books: overview, 
preview, read, and post-view.

Not every book deserves a good reading. The initial overview allows you to 
determine whether a title merits your attention. It gives you a sense of the main 
thrust of the book in five to ten minutes.  

Start by reading the jacket cover. read the table of contents. Skim the book’s 
preface and the introduction. read the conclusion in the last three pages of the 
book. Browse through the index in the back. Note the publisher and the date  
of publication.  

If you don’t like what you see, abandon the effort and look for a better book.  

Overview

•  Get a sense of the book in 10-20 
minutes.

•  Read jacket copy, contents, 
skim preface & introduction, read 
conclusion (last 3 pages) and skim 
the index. Note publisher and date 
of publication.  

•  Quickly page through the entire book 
at the rate of 2-3 seconds per page.  

•  Determine if you want to read the 
book more thoroughly, give it away, 
or file it for future reference.

Preview

•  Skim entire book at a slower rate 
(4-10 seconds per page), breaking 
the book in as you go.  

•  Look for structure, outline, key facts 
and concepts.

•  Write a quick summary for the book 
in pencil on title page.  

Read

•  Preview each chapter again before 
you read it to get the structure  
(4-10 seconds per page).

•  Read every word at the fastest 
comfortable speed using a pointer 
so you don’t wander, hesitate, 
regress, or lose your place. Mark the 
margin, but don’t underline the text.

•  Write a 1-4 sentence summary in 
pencil at the beginning of the chapter. 
This serves as a quick overview of the 
content of the chapter.

•  Sketch a quick outline or recall 
pattern.

Post-View Immediately

•  Re-read the chapter quickly, 
focusing on marked sections, 
interacting with the text.  

•  Refine your 1-4 sentence summary 
at the beginning of the chapter, if 
necessary.

•  Review at regular intervals, looking 
over recall patterns and summary 
material.
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you’ve only lost a few minutes and possibly saved hours of 
fruitless reading.

If the work looks promising, though, page through the 
entire book at the rate of 2-3 seconds per page. Don’t try 
to “speed read.” This first step is a casual one. Let your eyes 
stroll over the material as your gaze falls on the text and 
enjoy the process of serendipitous discovery.

an overview like this takes less than twenty minutes in 
the extended form and can be done while you’re browsing 
in the bookstore. If you like what you see, buy the book to 
read more thoroughly later.  

The overview is always the first step of thorough read-
ing. Even if you already own the book and have decided to 
read it (or it’s been assigned to you for a class) don’t skip 
this step. It provides you with a quick glimpse of the general 
structure of the work. Knowing these things in advance 
makes the book more interesting when you slow down for 
a more detailed read. It also helps you to better understand  
and remember the material.

PrEvIEw ThE BOOK

Next, go 
through the book 
a second time. Sit 
down and read it 
at a slower rate, 

but still not word for word. I suggest you skim at the rate of 
four to ten seconds per page. Force yourself to move quickly.  

Obviously, you’re not reading all the words. you’re 
skimming. I read the headings and the first sentence of some 
of the paragraphs. I try to get a feel for the author’s main 
case and his progression of thought.

This is more aggressive reading than you did in the 
overview, but still casual. Don’t linger, though. Force 
yourself to push ahead, turning the page every four to ten 
seconds. you might even break the book in as you go, gently 
pressing each page back as you move forward.  

you will be amazed at how much you’ll absorb dur-
ing this quick preview phase. when I interview authors on 
radio, this is the way I “read” many of their books. I don’t 
have time to cover everything, in my preparation or on the 
air. This step gives me a thorough grasp of the contents, 
though, in a very brief mount of time. 

when you’re done, write a summary sentence or two 
on the title page capturing the main thrust of the book.  
answer the question, “what is this book about?” or “what 
is the author trying to accomplish?”  use pencil because you 
may want to change the summary after you’ve read the book 
more thoroughly.  

The second step of our approach will take 20 to 40 
minutes at four to ten seconds per page, depending on 
the book. when you’re done, you will have gone through 
the entire 
book twice 
– overviewing 
and previewing 
– in about an 
hour, with a summary statement capturing the central idea 
of the book.  

This “layering” method imbeds the book’s basic ideas in 
your mind in a way that won’t happen if you simply start at 
the first page and read through to the end. The first layer – 
the overview – gives you a general sense of the material and 
allows you to decide whether the book is worth reading or 
not. The preview clarifies the basic content and organization 
of the book, and gives you the author’s approach and main 
argument.  

rEaD ThE BOOK

Now it’s time to actually read the book. This can be 
done in multiple sessions, one chapter at a sitting.  

Start by quickly previewing the chapter once again, 
4-10 seconds per page. This is important. It reacquaints you 
with the material and its structure, but takes only minutes. 
Then read the text word for word, as quickly as possible.  

Don’t linger and don’t regress (don’t reread what you’ve 
just been over). Don’t stop to underline, either. It slows you 
down. Instead, use a pencil and make a vertical line in the 
margin to mark those things worthy of note. you’ll come 
back to those places later. you don’t want to lag here, even 
though you’re reading carefully.  

Complete this phase by writing, in pencil, a summary 
sentence or two in the big white space above the title at the 
beginning of each chapter. use pencil because you may want 
to make refinements later. Try to capture the main point of 
the section. 

(continued from page 1)

“When skimming, I try to get a feel for the 
author’s case and progression of thought.” 

How to Read Less More  

“This ‘layering method’ imbeds the 
book’s basic ideas in your mind.” 
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This is one of the most useful exercises of our reading 
plan. you cannot summarize an author’s ideas unless you 
have thought a bit about what exactly he is trying to say. 
Further, your summaries will serve as quick reminders of 
each chapter’s contents when you review the book in the 
future. reading them quickly in sequence gives you a quick 
synopsis of the book in your own words.

POST-vIEw ThE ChaPTEr ImmEDIaTELy

Finally, go back over the chapter one more time right 
after you’ve read it word for word focusing on the marks 
you made in the margin. review the material, interacting 
with the author’s ideas and making further notations in the 
margins if you like. at the end of each chapter or in the 
flyleaf you might want to sketch a quick outline or recall 
pattern. Look at the summary you placed at the beginning 
of the chapter and see if it’s accurate and precise. refine it if 
you need to. 

go through each chapter in the same way. Preview it, 
skimming quickly, then read it carefully but at a good clip, 
making your notations during the post-view. If you take a 
break and resume your reading a day or more later, review 
your summaries at the beginning of the book and each pre-
ceding chapter before you pick up where you left off. This 
will only take a few short minutes, but will set the stage for 
your next session.

This is aggressive reading. when you’re done, you will 
have gone through the book at least four times in a fairly 
short period of time working from the whole to the parts to 
the whole again. you’ll have brief chapter summaries and an 
outline – handy tools for quick review in the future – and a 
solid grasp of the material.  

In the future when you simply skim through the book 
again, all the information will come back to you. you’ll be 
able to clearly state who the author is, his main point, the 
structure (development) of his thought, if you think his 
views are correct (why or why not) and what difference it 
makes to you. you will have mastered the book, not just 
read it. I think you might also discover something else: 
going through the book four times in this way will actually 
seem to go faster than reading it the “old” way. 

DOuBLE yOur rEaDINg SPEED INSTaNTLy

Let me give you an additional tip that has the potential 
to double your reading speed in one step. use your finger as 
a pointer and move it along underneath the sentences at the 
fastest comfortable speed you can read. you can read above 
your finger, ahead of it, or behind it, whichever is most 
comfortable for you.  

you might substitute a pencil or pen as your pointer, 
as long as you don’t give in to the temptation to underline 
during your main reading. Instead, make short vertical lines 

in the margin next to sections you want to focus on in the 
post-view. Don’t do any underlining until that stage.

using some kind of pointer to keep you moving 
forward forces you to read more aggressively, with more con-
centration. Don’t be afraid to push yourself a little bit. go as 
fast as you can and still grasp the material. Don’t stop, pause, 
or reread portions of what you’ve just covered (regressing). 
Keep up with your moving pointer, just like following the 
bouncing ball.  

again, this is not “speed reading,” taking in whole para-
graphs or pages in a glance. you’re still reading every word 
just as you normally would, but you’re using your pointer as 

continued on back page

Cruise Alaska with Stand to Reason

Set sail from Vancouver, B.C. for eight days aboard Holland 

America’s msStatendam. We’re planning a voyage you will never forget. It 

is specifically designed for those who care to represent Christ to a world 

looking for answers to life’s toughest questions.

Our plan is to challenge you with stimulating presentations, answer 

your questions in “open forum” discussions, and enrich you through 

interaction and fellowship with expert speakers and fellow passengers. 

Add to that the stunning splendor of the Alaskan coastline and a 7-day 

itinerary that includes Glacier Bay, Skagway, Juneau, and Ketchikan. 

Greg Koukl will be joined by distinguished guest speakers including: 

Josh McDowell, J.P. Moreland, and Sean McDowell. 

Come join Stand to Reason and our exciting line-up of top Christian 

thinkers for a memorable spiritual adventure. You’ll enjoy plenty of time 

of fun and relaxation, along with ample opportunity to meet our speakers, 

ask questions, and enjoy each other’s company.

a pacer, increasing your speed and keeping your eyes from 
wandering.  

you’ll be surprised how dramatically your reading speed 
will increase. If you’re reading 150 words a minute (a rela-
tively slow rate) 
you can jump to 
300 words per 
minute simply by 
consistently using 
your finger as a speed guide. Just move it underneath the 
words and follow along. your comprehension and retention 
will improve too, even though you are moving faster.  

FINDINg ThE TImE

I am convinced that anyone is fully capable of master-
ing six books a year, but I also know it will not happen by 
itself. It takes a plan (which I’ve just given you) and the  
will to apply a modest amount of time to your goal. Thirty 

“Anyone is capable of mastering 
six books a year with this plan.” 
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Putting Your Knowledge into Action

Solid Ground from Stand to Reason

for titles we think are worth your time. For starters, consider Mere Christianity, 
the short classic by C.S. Lewis, or James Emery white’s Serious Times, or gregory 
ganssle’s Thinking about God. Each is a wonderful little tome that is very accessible 
to the average reader.

Second, decide how you’re going to redeem 10-20 minutes per day for your 
personal reading time. Opportunities abound, if you look for them. Carve out the 
time and then protect it.

This is something anyone can do. One year from now you will be a deeper, 
better informed person as a result. Just choose your titles carefully, then apply the 
plan. This may be one of the most rewarding habits you’ll ever develop. I hope you 
start today.

   yours for the truth,

   gregory Koukl, President

minutes three or four times a week 
is all you need. But how do you find 
the time? It’s easier than you think.

The first thing you can do is 
turn off the Tv. The average person 
watches two to three hours of Tv a 
day. Even the slowest of readers can 
read 50 books a year in that time. 
Devote some of that Tv time to 
reading. Skip the nightly news. It’s 
the worst possible source of informa-
tion and will almost always put you 
in a sour mood. Instead, use that 
half hour to read. you’ll be amazed at 
how much you’ll get done and how 
civilized you’ll feel as a result.  

here are some other ways to 
redeem pockets of useful time for 
reading. Try getting up half an hour 
earlier in the morning. go into a 
quiet room before the household is 
up and read. Or redeem the time you 
spend sitting in the bathroom. Just 
ten minutes a day will get even slow 
readers 150 pages a month. That’s six 
books a year. I also keep a book with 
me in the car so I can read while 
waiting for an appointment or when 
I’m stuck in line. 

JuST DO IT

Now it’s time for action. you 
have the plan. Now you only have to 
do two more things.

First, I want you to think for a 
moment about what six books you 
would like to have mastered a year 
from now. Check STr’s bookstore  

(continued from page 3)

 4  Practicing Greg’s “read less more” plan will develop all three aspects 
of a good ambassador: knowledge, wisdom, and character. 

 4  Purpose to master at least six books this year. It takes a plan and the 
will to make the time to achieve your goal.

 4   Use the plan outlined in this issue of Solid Ground to “read less 
more.” Developing these reading tools will enable you to master the 
material you read 
rather than just reading words and moving on.

 4   Decide how you’re going to redeem 10-20 minutes per day for 
personal reading time. Carve out the time and protect it. Make it  
a priority.

 4   Choose six books you would like to master this year. You can find 
many great choices at STR’s online bookstore (www.str.org).

This letter may be reproduced or forwarded via e-mail without change and in its entirety for  
non-commercial purposes without prior permission from Stand to Reason. ©2008 Gregory Koukl



Bulletin Board
STR Speaker’s Schedules

GReG koukl
January

•  14-18 Summit ministries, melbourne, australia Contact: www.summit.org

•  30 First united reformed Church, Chino, Ca 7 p.m. Topic: Essential ambassador Skills, Contact: (909) 591-9111

February
•  11  hope Chapel, hermosa Beach, Ca 2008 masters Series in Christian Thought Topic: The New atheists: Old  

arguments, New attitude, Ca Contact: (310)-837-1358

bReTT kunkle
January

•  19 Lighthouse Bible Church, Simi valley, Ca 8:30 a.m. (all day) Topics: various, Contact: (805) 584-8222

•  26-27 New Covenant Community Church, Fresno, Ca Topic: Training for utah mission Trip, Contact: (559) 298-0688

February
•  15-20 The rising Tide Church, mission viejo, Ca Topic: mission trip to Berkeley, Ca Contact: (949)-837-1358

STeve WAGneR

February
•  18  Texas a&m university (hosted by Justice For all), College Station, TX Topic: abortion: From Debate to Dialogue,  

Contact: (800) 281-6426

•  28  Capistrano valley Christian Schools, San Juan Capistrano, Ca 8:20 a.m. Topic: radical Counter-Cultural Living,  
Contact: (949) 493-5683

2008 Masters Series in Christian Thought 
“established in the Truth”

Monday Evenings January 14th - February 11th • 7 - 9:30 p.m. 
Hope Chapel • 2420 Pacific Coast Highway, Hermosa Beach, CA 

     To become and remain “established in the truth” requires good teaching drawn from Scripture and each of our teachers will 
convey Biblical truths applied to today’s challenges. The cost for five sessions is $30. Individual sessions are $7. Seating is limited  
so you may want to pre-register. Call hope Chapel at (310) 374-4673 to register and get directions. For more information or to 
order recordings of the lectures call Stand to reason at (800) 2-rEaSON or go to www.str.org. 

 • January 14 Frank Turek  please check www.str.org for the updated topic.
 • January 21 Dr. Paul maier “Christ or Caricature: New Evidence from history and archaelology”
 • January 28 Dan Kimball  “They Like Jesus, but Not the Church: reaching the Emerging Culture while  

remaining Orthodox”
 • February 4 Dr. Fred Sanders “god in a Box: Drawing Proper Boundaries for Orthodoxy”
 • February 11 greg Koukl “The New atheists: Old arguments, New attitude”



 Tools for Growing 
Ambassadors

NEW!

NEW!

Shipping in February

Steve wagner (BK305) $11.99  

*Available during Jan. & Feb. at a Special Pre-Order price of $9.99*
most conversations we have about abortion are difficult. That’s if we engage in 

them at all. what if you had the tools to start a conversation and make it productive?

Common Ground Without Compromise encourages us to create discussion about 
abortion even with those who disagree. It focuses on twenty-five questions most people 
(pro-choice and pro-life) answer in a similar way. This foundation of common ground 
provides a safe atmosphere for people on all sides of the issue to clarify their views, 
listen to alternate perspectives, and even change their minds.  written to both sides of 
the debate, this book will help you develop your view of abortion or advocate for your 
position within the context of friendly dialogue.

Common Ground Without Compromise:  
25 Questions to Create dialoGue on abortion 

10 audio CDs (CD285) $37.95 also available in mP3 format.  
available after February 11, 2008. visit www.str.org to purchase individual presentations.

•  Frank Turek –  please check www.str.org for lecture topic

• Paul maier – “Christ or Caricature: New Evidence from history and archaeology”

•  Dan Kimball – “They Like Jesus, but Not the Church:  reaching the Emerging 
Culture while remaining Orthodox”

• Fred Sanders – “god in a Box: Drawing Proper Boundaries for Orthodoxy”

• greg Koukl – “The New atheists: Old arguments, New attitude”

2008 masters series in Christian thouGht: 
established in the truth 

pro-life primer

gregory Koukl, 2 audio CDs with Study Notes in PDF (CD104) $14.95 also available in mP3 format.

Equip yourself to defend the sanctity of human life with this pairing of two powerful, yet  
accessible pro-life presentations:

The Death of Humanness - we are now in the midst of a quiet revolution of ideas that is 
changing the way we think about the value of being human. It pervades our public dialogue and 
animates our current social acceptance of abortion, infanticide, “death with dignity,” and doctor- 
assisted suicide. This CD exposes the ideological battle and gives concrete suggestions on how to 
reverse the trend.

Precious Unborn Human Persons - Is it possible that a baby the size of a pinhead is really a 
complete human being? we think so, and this presentation will show you why greg’s approach is 
straight-forward, uncomplicated, and fair. it is an easy-to-follow, careful, well-reasoned discussion 
about what it means to be human and why even the smallest human beings are valuable.

 

These resources are featured in acknowledge-
ment and support of “Sanctity of LIfe Month.


