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Introduction 

 Edmund Burke, the great author, orator, political theorist, and philosopher once 

said, “Reading without reflecting is like eating without digesting.1”  Originally written in 

1940 and updated over the next three decades, Mortimer Adler and Charles Van Doren’s 

classic How To Read A Book artfully and thoroughly describes the four levels of reading 

and teaches the reader how to achieve each with maximum comprehension.  

 In the first part of the text, the goals of reading, namely reading for information 

and reading for understanding, are described.  Significant emphasis was placed on the 

value of fully comprehending what the author has written while choosing material that is 

above the current knowledge level of the reader.  The first two levels of reading are also 

identified in this section.  The first, elementary reading, is the most basic stage of 

understanding the words and their simple meaning and is commonly taught in elementary 

education in the United States. Inspectional reading, the second level of reading, is the 

process of systematically skimming or superficially reading to grasp the meta-story of the 

text.  In this level, the reader is not focused on the details of the text, but on creating a 

framework whereby major points are understood in relation to the entire work. 

 In part two, analytical reading, identified as the third level of reading, is described. 

Analytical reading is the process of fully comprehending the author’s point of view and 

critiquing it in relation to its own soundness, its own completeness and other similar texts. 

Full comprehension is best acquired when the book is properly classified by its type, the 

structure of the book is outlined, the terminology and style of writing is understood, and 

	
1	Goodreads.com, accessed on May 30, 2015, http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/60955-
reading-without-reflecting-is-like-eating-without-digesting.	
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the author’s arguments are considered with an open mind according to his or her 

assumptions.  

 The fourth level of reading, found in part four, is syntopical reading where the 

purpose in reading is to learn specific information for specific goals.  This stands in 

contrast to reading for the sake of reading and learning. 

 This text was written as an educational tool to be placed in the hands of readers to 

improve comprehension, and more importantly, inspire readers to become better learners. 

While the author of this paper cannot and would not claim to have extensive experience 

in reading other similar texts, he recognizes the comprehensive nature of this text, both in 

describing the value of reading and in the methodology for improving personal reading 

habits.   

Insights  

One key element in this text is the importance of understanding the meta-narrative 

of the literary work prior to the analytical reading. Comprehension of the framework 

promotes a faster and more thorough understanding of the details.  The value of 

understanding the big picture is applicable in many areas of life beyond reading.  In 

counseling and conflict, understanding seemingly unconnected events from the past often 

provide the key to the current situation.  In projects, the focus must remain on the end 

goal and not become fixated on more immediate financial or development concerns.   

 Assessment of the argument from the worldview of the author is a second key 

element in this text.  Opinions and arguments are derived from the knowledge, beliefs 

and experience of the author.  In order to evaluate the validity of his or her argument, the 

reader must seek to understand the belief system, assumptions and experiences of the 
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author.  This too is applicable beyond reading.  Unlike the era in which this text was 

written, a variety of worldviews permeate culture.  Pastors, educators and business 

leaders cannot assume that personal beliefs are also held by others.  Leaders who seek to 

more fully understand the worldview of others will better communicate with, work with 

and persuade.  

Evaluation 

This well-written, four hundred page text covers methods of reading in great 

detail, thoroughly describing the importance of reading and explaining the levels of 

reading from elementary to analytical and syntopical.  This progression closely follows 

Bloom’s Taxonomy of Learning2, which begins with knowledge and basic 

comprehension and peaks with analysis, synthesis and evaluation. 

In evaluation of the whole, the author of this paper can present very little 

disagreement.  The progression of learning through reading follows commonly accepted 

levels of learning, and indeed, this text serves as a foundational tome for the educational 

philosophy of today. Furthermore, the depth and validity of knowledge presented is well 

documented and coincides with the knowledge and experience of the author of this paper. 

One point of disagreement, however, can be raised in the following statement:  

Good controversy should not be a quarrel about assumptions.  If an author, for 
example, explicitly asks you to take something for granted, the fact the opposite 
can also be taken for granted should not prevent you from honoring his request.  If 
your prejudices lie on the opposite side, and if you do not acknowledge them to be 
prejudices, you cannot give the author’s case a fair hearing.3 
 

	
2	“Blooms Taxonomy of Educational Objectives,” accessed May 30, 2015, 
http://teaching.uncc.edu/learning-resources/articles-books/best-practice/goals-
objectives/blooms-educational-objectives.  	
3	Mortimer J Adler & Charles Van Doren, How to Read a Book: The Classic Guide to 
Intelligent Reading. (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1972), 155.	
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 While the student of learning must recognize his or her own presuppositions and 

be willing to consider arguments with presuppositions that are dissimilar or even in stark 

contrast to his or her assumptions, a good student must not only evaluate the validity of 

the argument, but also the validity of the assumptions.   

In a recent debate between secular evolutionist Bill Nye and conservative 

creationist Ken Ham at the Creation Museum in Kentucky, the arguments made by both 

sides could be considered equally valid and logical.  The disagreement was found, not in 

the arguments, but in the assumptions.  Ken Ham, as an evangelical Christian with strong 

commitment to the inerrancy and authenticity of the Bible, held firm to his assumptions 

that there is a God, and the Bible is His word.  Bill Nye, as a traditional secularist, held 

that there is no god and the Bible is nothing more than a collection of man’s writings4. 

With these vastly different starting points, no consensus could be made.   

Therefore and in contrast to the authors of this text, assumptions often are the 

primary point of argument.  Moreover, as in the case presented above, to temporarily set 

aside a presupposition such as the inerrancy of scripture would be to set aside something 

that Christians hold as fundamental truth.   

Reflection 

 In reflection, most of the points made in this text are known and practiced by the 

author of this paper, although primarily in other areas of life.  In projects and 

documentation, he seeks to understand the purpose and framework before delving into 

the details and completing the task.  In communication with others, he seeks to listen 

	
4	Ken Ham, “Bill Nye’s Gift to Ken Ham,” Answers in Genesis, January 12, 2015 
accessed May 30, 2015, https://answersingenesis.org/creation-vs-evolution/bill-nyes-gift-
to-ken-ham/ 	
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through the worldview of the speaker and respond in kind.  When appropriate, he also 

tries to expand the worldview of others to consider viewpoints other than their own. 

 In ministry practice and academic goals, this text is beneficial in explaining why 

all of these previously understood areas apply to reading, and thoroughly expounding 

how to better comprehend from the written page. Specifically, the text was beneficial in 

describing the importance of reading a book more than once and learning to pre-read to 

help further comprehension during the analytical read.  In future assignments for this 

degree as well as in books chosen for personal growth, this text has expanded personal 

knowledge and ability to more fully comprehend materials presented in print.  
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