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Tips for Improved Reading 

This could be a life-changing article as you launch into reading the NT rapidly. Only read this, 

though, if you have a desire to improve your reading habits. I’ve gathered some simple tips 

below, although any skill can only be strengthened through practice. The next 90 days as you read 

the NT presents a great opportunity. 

We were taught to read as youngsters, but most adults do not enjoy reading.  

Where is the disconnect?  

In pursuing an answer, I stumbled across some simple, but interesting ideas about reading. The 

very process of learning to read as a youngster can hamstring me from learning to read better as 

an adult. Startling!? 

I want to pass on these simple tips that could double your reading speed while also skyrocketing 

your retention and comprehension. 

How do we read?  

Understanding several basic principles of the human visual system helps us eliminate reading 

inefficiencies and increase speed while improving retention.  

The eyes can only bring in images when they are stationary. Reading is therefore only 

accomplished during the fractional seconds in which the eyes fixate (when they are stationary), 

not when the eyes are moving. The more quickly the eyes feed images and words to the mind, the 

more quickly and accurately the mind grasps the thoughts. Your mind is not the limiting factor 

(experts say we only utilize 3-5% of our mental capacity). Increasing reading speed is a process 

of controlling fine motor movement. 

How did I learn to read in early elementary school?  

1. by sounding out words and syllables vocally,  

2. by focusing on a single word at a time, and 

3. by reading out loud in groups with frequent corrections from the teacher as the teacher 

instructed me to go back and re-read what I had just misread. These forced regressions 

slow down speed as the teacher works towards accuracy. 

Synopsis: Our brain and mind leap to find meaning in what we’re reading. Trust God’s design. 

When we read one word at a time or vocalize or regress, our mind shoots back a message: “I’m 

not getting it, dude!” Then we tend to regress more to find out what we missed. Regression is not 

the solution! We need to learn to trust the phenomenal mind that God gave us.  

Learning to read like this develops motor reading, the slowest of the three ways to read. It’s 

also the one with the lowest comprehension. Motor reading is not wrong. It may be an excellent 

way to begin to learn to read. However, it has inherent resistors or problems that undermine 

effective reading. Most parents put training wheels on bicycles to help their young children learn 

the basic skills of pedaling and balancing a bicycle. Training wheels are great…for the beginner. 

However, if a rider never knows to remove the training wheels, the training wheels themselves 

cause problems that hinder advancing our riding skills. 

Does any of this sound familiar to your reading skills?  

There is no shame in motor reading. Please don’t go there because there are simple answers to 

break through if you are willing to put in the work. Most of us learned to read this way and many 

adults still do.  
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However, we all have the opportunity in the next 90-days together in 90-Day Engagement with 

the NT to change some of these old habits, even as we lay a healthy NT foundation in our lives. 

Use this opportunity to break into new territory characterized by growing enjoyment of reading 

and the vast possibilities that effective reading opens. Then we can stand on the shoulders of great 

Christian men and women of the past, “masters” of the faith who can stir our hearts for Jesus. 

Synthesizing what I have read, experts describe at least three levels of reading.  

1. Motor reading, including sounding out each word internally. 

2. Mental reading where the words are thoughts in the mind yet not vocalized.  

3. Visual reading describes the most efficient level of reading. With visual reading the 

mind grasps without inward vocalization. This is how speed readers read. For instance, 

an average reader reads around 200-250 words per minute and one who has learned to 

speed read around 1,500 words per minute.1 

A similar effect has happened to many readers. Are you one of them?  

If so, read on.  

This could be encouraging news for you! Most adult readers have never broken free from the 

reading relics we learned as youngsters Here are some problems associated with motor reading 

(named motor because there are movable parts). Mark the ones you identify with. 

1. The problem of vocalization: The reader will physically move his or her lips as they silently 

read, often mumbling the words audibly, even when reading to himself or herself. Place a finger 

on your vocal cords as you read to yourself to check this out. This is how we were first taught to 

read as children, sounding out words, and the habit often continues.  

2. The problem of single word reading. As children, we were taught to fix on a single word at 

a time, or a single syllable. Many adult readers still read this way. Observe your reading. Listen to 

your mind as you read to yourself to evaluate if you normally fix on one word at a time. 

3. The problem of regressions. Regressions mean that we read a word, then go back to be sure 

we have read it correctly. It arises from our desire as children to get it right in front of our 

teachers and our peers peers. We do not trust our minds to comprehend. As an example, did you 

stop and look back because of the repeated word “peers” two sentences ago? If not the first time, 

did you just now go back? Regressions slow down our reading speed. 

Did you notice how these three problems all align with the way I was taught to read as a 

youngster? Do you have one, two or all three of the problems noted above? Personally, I had to 

intentionally break through all three.  

What are the results?  

Usually “motor reading” has low comprehension because it takes so long to see the context of 

each sentence. This type of reader tires quickly because of low reward with comprehension and 

so much muscular activity involved in reading. Reading tires many people out when God 

designed our brains so that reading about Him can be a source of deep refreshment. 

Are you game to invest some time to break old reading habits? 

Let’s work at replacing the three basic problems inherent in motor reading with new habits. But 

first, set your baseline reading skill. Go back to the beginning of this article. Set a timer to ring 

after two minutes and begin reading. Stop at the end of two minutes, count the words and divide 

by two. This is your baseline reading skill. Mark it here: _________ 
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1. How do we break out of vocalization? Lip movement and vocalization can be eliminated 

with great ease and also with astonishing rapidity. For a time, simply build an opposite habit that 

renders the lips and vocal organs incapable of movement.  

A simple means is to put two fingers into your mouth (or a tongue suppressor). Use these to 

hold down your tongue while also separating upper and lower teeth. No one can articulate words 

with the mouth hanging open. If that does not work for you, try quietly humming while you read 

to prevent vocalization. 

After practicing these for a while, read without them. Verify that you have broken this habit. 

Go back and repeat as often as necessary without discouragement. If you wish, do another 

baseline test to see if you have increased your reading speed. New speed: _____. Change: ____. 

2. How can we break the habit of one-word reading? Since reading is done during the 

fractional second of eye-fixation, efficient readers learn to absorb a greater number of words at a 

single, shorter fixation.  

The first change is our choice to absorb phrases rather than words. We have chosen to absorb a 

word. Now stretch to absorb a phrase or a concept at one time.  

Let’s say there are eighteen words on this line in the PDF. The slowest readers move to this 

line and experience eighteen fixations (one for each word). This means many more non-reading 

gaps since our brains primarily take in at each fixation. A better reader may have six fixations per 

line, cutting by one a 3rd her/his time on the line.  

Discipline yourself to read by phrases. Now your eyes grab two to four words, meaning 

perhaps only six fixations for that sentence above. You then decrease non-reading time between 

the fixations and potentially increase reading time potentially. Decreasing the number of fixations 

rapidly increases the reading speed by three times. And by the way, you also increase 

comprehension as this becomes a habit because the contextual message arrives more quickly to 

the waiting mind in meaningful phrases. 

Words alone have little meaning without a context (the words surrounding it).  

Thoughts come in phrases or sentences, not in single syllables or words. Until the whole string 

of words arrives, our mind idles like a powerful Ferrari at a stop light. Our mind eagerly 

anticipates bringing meaning out of the jumbled words. Like the next sprinter in a relay race 

waiting for the baton, our minds are unable to spring forward to process until the rest of the words 

arrive.  

Second, when you grow comfortable focusing on phrases instead of words, widen your span of 

sight to decrease the number of fixations per line. Then you gather even more words with a single 

eye fixation. Our eyes don’t progress in at an even pace, but by “jumps.” I used a manual system 

to stretch my horizontal peripheral vision to grab more words, although I’m sure you can find 

better online conditioning drills to expand the range of your peripheral vision. 

Think of your peripheral vision.  

With your finger as your pointer, focus the tip of your finger under the word “tip.” Hold your 

focus for a few seconds. Now count the number of words you can see to the right and left, 

without shifting your focus. One key to reading, then, is the absorption by the eyes to grab larger 

numbers of words at each fixation by stretching your reading peripheral reading vision. Take a 

bigger gulp of words at one time and your speed increases.  
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Widening the range of fixation (the number of words you take in at a glance) not only increases 

speed, but also reduces fatigue and improves comprehension. One word alone has little meaning 

outside its context. The phrase, sentence or paragraph gives words meaning. Word by word 

reading forces our minds to slow down because our eyes feed it words devoid of meaning.  

When my eyes feed my mind one word or a few at a time, I grasp the concepts on the page 

choppily, disconnectedly, slowly. It’s like an old, slow computer that brings up a large web page 

one agonizing panel after another. Do you still remember those times? Part of the solution is to 

fight to widen your range of sight. 

Suppose there are two boxes in front of you, both nailed to the top of the counter. Box A 

contains five pounds of uncooked beans. Box B is empty. Your task is to transfer all the beans 

from Box A into Box B.  

How do you proceed?  

You could pick up one bean at a time or even two, then drop into Box B. By the time the task is 

completed, you would be tired, bored, and finishing out of pure duty.  

Why?  

Because this method is so inefficient. You could double your speed by picking up two or four 

at a time. To accomplish it more quickly and most efficiently, however, you would grab handful 

after handful. The more you grabbed each time, the sooner you’d be finished, and the less likely 

you would tire out.  

Our eyes and mind have the capacity to grab up “handfuls” of words at each fixation. We can 

then read like the wind. The more words we absorb in a single fixation, the faster we read. 

Slower reading is caused by narrower fixations, by word-by-word absorption, and by the 

resulting delay between perception and interpretation. Reading phrases improves speed, 

skyrockets understanding, and makes reading more enjoyable. We get to our end purpose more 

quickly…fuel on which to actively think. The more smoothly the eye and mind cooperate, the 

more rapid and efficient the whole process is.  

Third, minimize the duration of each fixation and you increase your reading. In an untrained 

person, each fixation lasts from ¼ to ½ seconds. Decrease the time needed to grab the words on a 

fixation, and this will increase your reading speed. Using your finger to pace your reading can be 

a help to pick up the pace. You may also want to find online exercises that help you decrease the 

time of each fixation. 

As you stretch in this arena, be less concerned with comprehension. Pick up your speed first, 

then focus on improved comprehension 

If you wish, do another baseline test to see if you have increased your speed.  

New speed: _____. Change from original speed: ____. 

3. How can we lessen regressions? “Regression” in reading means we read once, then stop 

and return to read the same words again. Studies indicate that the untrained eye engages in 

conscious re-reading and unconscious back skipping for up to 30% of the total reading time. We 

don’t trust our brain enough to have grasped the idea the first time. Breaking this habit will 

demand more effort than either of the first two yet is well worth the effort in the long-term. 

Purposely read for main ideas. For now, learn to brush away non-essential words and details to 

get to the significant thoughts quickly. At least at your first reading. If you double your reading 

speed, you may read it a second time and still invest the same time yet increasing comprehension. 
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Notice also writing styles. Most writers have one theme in a paragraph and their first sentence 

is the key thought. Then the rest of the paragraph amplifies on the idea. So, learn to increase your 

reading skill, then you can modulate your speed, reading some sentences or paragraphs faster and 

some slower. We can only do this, however, if we have stretched our reading speed outside our 

comfort zone. 

This may be difficult at first, at least for detailed oriented people like me! I want to grasp all the 

nuances in the first reading and then end up missing too many because of regressing. 

Give up excessive attention to details…for now. Increased comprehension will come with time. 

The sequence to learning new reading skills is: (1) proper technique, (2) technique with speed, 

and (3) comprehension. 

Later, pick up the nuanced color as you focus on comprehension. Many regress as they read 

because something struck their attention and they do not want to miss it. Rather than ponder now, 

read rapidly the first time through the material with a pen or pencil in hand. Place the non-writing 

end slightly beneath the line to read and use as a pacer to keep moving. Place a quick check or 

dash next to anything you would like to return to later. Quickly draw a question mark by what is 

unclear.  

Move on quickly. Push through. Don’t stop. Keep moving. No dawdling. With your increased 

reading speed, you will have extra time to return later to those paragraphs you marked and to read 

them more thoroughly. You will be surprised at the increased comprehension you pick up with 

this simple tip. 

Choose to concentrate better.  

Concentration is a skill sharpened over time. Chose a place to read where you are not 

interrupted unless you have already learned to completely block out distractions. If you 

concentrate best with “white noise,” then turn it on. I would suggest no music with words or with 

a prominent beat as “white noise.” Although I’m no music expert, both can distract.  

Some learning experts tell us that “Baroque” music actually opens our minds to learn better. Its 

particular beat stabilizes mental, emotional and physical rhythms to create a strong mental 

environment for learning. This tyle of music roughly from 1600 to 1750 was popularized by 

artists like Johann Sebastian Bach, Vivaldi and Handel. I first read this when I began writing, 

often struggling with writer’s block. I was to the point I would try anything! I knew so little about 

music that I had to ask my music-loving son-in-law what Baroque music even is. At the time, I 

couldn’t imagine listening to those old timers, but I tried it. To my surprise, I began to experience 

increased ability to write, less writer’s block, and my creativity increased. I still put on Baroque 

music when I write or need to think deeply. 

Do whatever is necessary for you to concentrate better. 

Once you develop and sharpen the skill to concentrate, your ability to focus will improve every 

area of your life. Trust your mind and choose not to go back and regress. When you first notice 

that your mind has wandered, bring it back with a gentle will-choice, but without condemnation. 

“Thanks Spirit of God for lassoing my mind.”  

We need to learn to trust the phenomenal brain and mind that God gave us. As an example of 

learning to trust our brain and mind in reading, rapidly read what is below out loud. For real!!! 
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Aoccdrnig to a rscheearch at Cmabrigde Uinervtisy, it deosn't mttaer in waht oredr the 

ltteers in a wrod are, the olny iprmoatnt tihng is taht the frist and lsat ltteer be in the rghit 

pclae. The rset can be a taotl mses and you can sitll raed it wouthit porbelm. Tihs is 

bcuseae the huamn mnid deos not raed ervey lteter by istlef, but the wrod as a wlohe.  

Amzanig huh? 

I cdnuolt blveiee taht I cluod aulaclty uesdnatnrd waht I was rdanieg 

THE PAOMNNEHAL PWEOR OF THE HMUAN MNID 

I’m encouraging “learning by doing;” taking time to read more during our weeks together. 

What a great opportunity you have before you to do this. I learned to drive a car by getting behind 

the wheel, starting the engine, shifting into gear and driving away…with a good driver beside me. 

I would learn to play a guitar by diligently practicing for several hours a day. My dad learned to 

paint when he retired by painting. A person would learn to compose by composing, to operate a 

computer by operating a computer, to swim by jumping into the water and flailing about.  

What is your choice? 

Stop now!  

Pick up a pen or pencil and begin now. Print out this article with these few simple tips in mind 

and re-read it more thoroughly. 

While reading 90-Day Engagement with the NT and your increasing desire to know God better, 

you have boosted your internal motivation. You may want to push beyond these few basic tips. If 

so, go online and find some reading helps. Commit yourself to a specific time to invest to 

improve your reading. Use the Bible as your material to practice your reading and gain a double 

benefit. 

With better motivation than I had in college to increase my reading speed, happy reading! 

 
1 As an aside, the possibility of reading six times faster attracted me when I was in college. I put 

in effort for a few months to learn speed reading. I did learn to read faster. However, my weak 

motivation did not propel me faster. My motivation was: “Learn to read faster so that I wouldn’t 

have to spend so much time.” For now, just know that speed reading is out there, but you won’t 

learn that from me! 

One online article I found helpful (but don’t take this as a carte blanch endorsement!) is: Tim 

Ferriss at https://tim.blog/2009/07/30/speed-reading-and-accelerated-learning/ 

https://tim.blog/2009/07/30/speed-reading-and-accelerated-learning/

