Brought to you by

How to Read a Book | Mortimer J. Adler & Charles Van Doren

You have a mind. Now let us suppose that you also have a book that you want to read.
The book consists of language written by someone for the sake of communicating. Your
success in reading it is determined by the extent to which you receive everything the writer
intended to communicate.
Mortimer J. Adler was an American author, educator, and philosopher who championed the
repopularization of the Great Books and Great Ideas curriculum of study. A prolific scholar, he was
the author or editor of more than fifty books, including editions of the Encyclopedia Britannica. It’s
very fitting then, that one of his best-known works is How to Read a Book.

The art of reading is the process whereby a mind,
with nothing to operate on but the symbols of the
readable matter, and with no help from the outside,
elevates itself by the power of its own operations.
The goal a reader seeks – be it entertainment, information, or understanding – determines the way
he reads. The effectiveness with which he reads is determined by the amount of effort and skill he
puts into his reading.

The Levels of Reading
There are four levels of reading – so called because they are cumulative in that each level includes all
the others, and you can’t progress to a higher level without mastering the levels that come before.
The four levels are:
• Elementary

• Inspectional

• Analytical

• Syntopical
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Elementary Reading – What does the book say?
In mastering this level, one learns the rudiments of the art of reading, receives basic training in
reading, and acquires reading skills. Our first encounter at reading is at this level; sadly, many people
never progress beyond this level.
At this level of reading, the question asked of the reader is “What does the sentence say?” While that
could be conceived as a complex question, in this setting take it at its simplest sense.
The attainment of the skills of elementary reading occurred some time ago for almost everyone
reading this summary. Nevertheless, we continue to experience the problems of this level of reading,
no matter how capable we may be as readers.
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Many readers continue to have various kinds of difficulties reading at this level. Most of the difficulties
are mechanical, and can be traced back to early instruction in reading. Overcoming these difficulties
usually allows us to read faster.

There are four basic stages of Elementary Reading:
1. Reading readiness’

(early physical development)

2. Simple reading

(small vocabulary; simple skills)

3. Expanded reading

(large vocabulary; diverse subjects; enjoyment)

4. Refined reading

(understand concepts; compare different views)
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Inspectional Reading – What is the book about?
The focus of reading at this level is to get the most out of a book with in a given amount of time.
When reading at this level, your aim is to examine the surface of the book, to learn everything that
the surface alone can teach you – which is often a good deal.
Techniques for Inspectional Reading of a book include:
1. Systematic skimming or pre-reading
2. Look at the title page and preface: try to pigeonhole type of book
3. Study table of contents: look for structure/road map for trip
4. Check index: estimate range of terms and topics; look up some passages that seem crucial
5. Check the dust jacket: read the publisher’s blurb
6. Look for chapters which seem most pivotal: read opening and/or closing passages/pages
carefully
7. Thumb through entire book, reading a few paragraphs and/or pages here and there, esp. at
the end, looking for the main argument(s)
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Analytical Reading – What does the book mean?
The third level of reading, analytical reading, is both a more complex and a more systematic
activity than either of the previous two levels of reading. Analytical reading is thorough reading,
complete reading, or good reading – the best you can do. The analytical reader must ask many
organized questions of what he is reading.
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Analytical reading is hardly ever necessary if your goal in reading is simply information or
entertainment. Analytical reading is preeminently for the sake of understanding. Moving your
mind from a condition of understanding less to a condition of understanding more with the aid of
a book is almost impossible unless you have at least some skill in analytical reading.
Techniques for Analytical Reading include:
1. Underlining key sentences
2. Vertical lines to mark key sections
3. Marginal doodads like asterisks and stars
4. Numbers of other pages in the margin
5. Circling key words or phrases
6. Writing in margins, or top and bottom
7. Structural notes - about the content of the subject
8. Conceptual notes - about the truth and significance
9.	Dialectical notes - about the shape of the argument
in the larger discussion of other people’s ideas

4

Moving your mind
from a condition of
understanding less
to a condition of
understanding more with
the aid of a book is almost
impossible unless you
have at least some skill in
analytical reading.

Syntopical Reading – How does this book compare with other books?
The fourth and highest level of reading is the most complex and systematic type of reading. It
makes very heavy demands on the reader, even if the materials themselves are relatively easy and
unsophisticated.
Another name for this level of reading may be called comparative reading. The reader is reading
many books, not just one, and places them in relation to one another and to a subject about which
they all revolve. Mere comparison of texts is not enough: syntopical reading involves more. With
the help of the books being read, the syntopical reader is able to construct an analysis of the
subject that may not be in any of the books. Syntopical reading is the most active and effortful kind
of reading.
Techniques in Syntopical Reading include:
1. Find the relevant passages
2. Establish a common terminology
3. Clarify the questions
4. Define the issues
5. Analyze the discussion and look for the truth
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Reading and the Growth of the Mind
Active reading is the asking of questions and looking for answers. Good books stretch our minds,
improve our reading skills, and teach us about the world and ourselves. Good books make
demands on us.
But there is a world beyond good books – that of great books. Good books need have no more
than one meaning and one reading . Great books, on the other hand, have many meanings and
need to be read over and over again.
The test of a great book:
1. If you were marooned on a desert island, which ten books would you select?
2. Does the book seem to grow with you?
3. Do you see new things every time you re-read it?
4. Is the book is able to lift you over and over again?

Seek out the few books that have these values for you.

Reading well, which means reading actively, is
not only good in itself, nor is it merely a means to
advancement in our work or career. Reading keeps
our minds alive and growing.

Recommended Resources
1. Take a look at “Reading 101” by Auxano Vision Room Curator Bob Adams here.
2. Do you know how to get the most out of reading? Read some helpful hints by Auxano Vision
Room Curator Bob Adams here.
3. Clarity Evangelist Will Mancini challenges you to answer a simple question before you read
any book here.
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Go Ahead Actions for Vision Clarity
by Will Mancini
Vision Clarity Connection
One of my life mentors is Prof. Howard Hendricks whom I met at Dallas Theological Seminary. The
day he passed out his “Top Ten Reading List” I salivated like a starving dog, ready to digest my
mentor’s key influences. I’ll never forget the let down when I saw the first title on the list: How to
Read a Book by Mortimer Adler. With the reluctance of an eight-year old boy taking cough syrup, I
trusted my mentor and purchased the book.
No exaggeration: the book changed my life. This book taught me more about how to think than any
other book, class, or experience since. It is foundational to my reading and my mental ability and
agility. It has even made me a better leader.
Think about it. If reading one book could change the value you get from every other book you read,
what would keep you from an urgent reordering of your reading priority today?
How to Go Ahead
One: Take an inventory of how you mark books for the purpose of analytical reading. How do you
underline and why? What other kinds of marks do you make?
Develop a larger and more intentional list marking system. I use a dozen key markings today. For
example, use a wavy-line underline to highlight the basic argument of the book while using straight
underline for interesting quotes. Large numbers in the margins can outline the structure of an
argument while key terms and phrases can be circles for later ideation, reuse, or reflection.
Two: Practice inspectional reading with your next book. Take the time to read the flap, the introduction,
and study the table of contents. Do you know the single question the book is trying to answer? If you
don’t, skip it. Get a sense of which chapters are going to provide the biggest bang for your buck. A
good inspectional reading confirms that you should read the book and enhances your active reading
throughout.
Three: Consider the impact of syntopical reading on your life legacy. What topic, at the end of your
life, will have defined your primary life contribution? Create a syntopic reading list for you favorite
topics. What books have you already read? What books do you hope to read? Create a strategy
to read the list and write short summaries of how each book contributes to the topic you want to
master.

Will Mancini

Founder & Clarity Evangelist
Will Mancini wants you and your ministry to experience the benefits of stunning, Godgiven clarity. As a pastor-turned-vision-coach, Will has worked with an unprecedented
variety of churches from growing megachurches and missional communities to mainline
revitalization and church plants. He is the founder of Auxano, creator of VisionRoom.
com and the author of Church Unique: How Missional Leaders Cast Vision and Create
Movement.
Email: will@auxano.com
Blog: willmancini.com
Twitter: @willmancini
Facebook: willmancini
Bio: Read More
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Auxano is the only vision clarity consulting group that will guide
your team through a God-ward and collaborative process called the
Vision Pathway. To learn more, visit auxano.com

auxano.com

Sums and the Vision Room are resources powered by Auxano.

