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An Effective Reading Process: Student Strategies 

Outlining and graphic organizing are effective tools for helping you understand and remember your reading. Whether you 
learn best by organizing with outlines or by creating concept maps, these strategies will be worth your time.

STRATEGY #1: Outlining with Headings

Outlining is a system of notetaking that uses a progression of numbers and letters to indicate main ideas and supporting 
details. 

1.	 Examine how your textbook chapters or your assigned reading is organized. In a textbook that makes good use 
of subtitles to emphasize main ideas and supporting details, there may be several ways to approach outlining. 
Discuss with your instructor and classmates the significance of different colored or different sized headings in 
your textbook. Also, take a look at the textbook example below. 
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2.	 Then use the boldfaced subheadings to set up an outline framework. Skip lines, as the example below illustrates, 
and then fill in the blank spaces while reading.	
	

3.	 When you finish outlining the reading assignment, you have focused on the content and should therefore have 
a strong grasp of the ideas presented in the outlined pages, as well as the relationships among those ideas. In 
addition, outlining helps you identify gaps in your knowledge so that you can ask clarifying questions. If you 
compare and contrast your outlines with fellow classmates and/or in study groups, you can add even more to your 
understanding of the material.
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STRATEGY #2: Locating and Using Graphic Organizers 

Graphic organizers are pictures or diagrams that help you organize the information you read. They allow you to see 
sequences, interrelationships among ideas, comparisons and contrasts, causes and effects, and the order of importance. They 
are great tools for many types of academic reading. Different kinds of reading and learning tasks call for different kinds of 
graphic organizers. Your instructors may suggest types of charts that will serve you best as you read certain assignments. 

You can, however, choose the most appropriate types after spending a few minutes familiarizing yourself with various kinds 
of graphic organizers. Several types of graphic organizers are included below. 
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STRATEGY #3: Creating Graphic Organizers

Rather than using a template for your graphic organizer, you might want to create one yourself.  This allows you to think 
more creatively and, quite honestly, some reading can’t be put into neat, pre-made diagrams.  Take a complex section from 
one of your assigned readings and visually represent the main ideas and supporting details of the text by drawing and even 
coloring in your own concept map.  Remember, however, that your graphic organizer must not only demonstrate the key 
ideas, but it should also show the relationships between them.
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Useful Resources

Many websites provide graphic organizers you can print for free, including:

Exploratree. 	
http://www.exploratree.org.uk 

This website developed by Futurelab offers 25 pre-made concept maps that can be filled in, used online (for collaboration) or offline, and 
altered by changing text shapes and images to meet the needs of the reading type and purpose. Users can also create and share new tem-
plates and complete, collaborate, present, and share them on or offline. 

Graphic organizers. 	
http://its.leesummit.k12.mo.us/graphic_organizers.htm  
	
This page, from the Lee’s Summit Missouri School District technology pages, is a great resource for graphic organizers as it 
includes organizers that can be completed online or downloaded and printed. 

Web English teacher. 	
http://www.webenglishteacher.com/graphic.html
	
This website offers 16 links to graphic organizer pages that meet a huge variety of needs related to writing, planning, organizing, 
and discussing topics across the curriculum. 

**Please bear in mind that documents on the web might change location or go away. If a link provided here does not work, 
try searching the key terms in a search engine or locating more of your own resources.
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