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How To Scan 

Ask someone to read this with you if you need to. 

 

If you want just one piece of information from a text (e.g. name, an address, the time of a 

TV programme or a word you want to spell) you need to scan for it.  This means looking 

through very quickly without really reading the words.  All you have to do is find the 

word(s) you want. 

Look at the list below.  Tick the things you would use scanning for: 

reading instructions  

finding a telephone number 

m 

 

finding out who a letter is from  

reading a book  

finding a street on a map  

looking up the time of a bus  

finding a plumber in yellow pages  

finding a word in the dictionary  

studying an agreement  

checking that a cheque has been signed  

 
Steps for Scanning 

Think about what you are scanning for. 

Write it down and try to get a picture of it in your mind. 

Keep thinking about what you are looking for and let your eye run over the page. 

Don’t read the words.  Don’t read the sentences.  Just look. 

If you don’t find it first time, try again. 

Keep thinking about the words you want and keep your eyes moving quickly. 

If you don’t do it quickly then you are not really scanning, you’re stopping to read the 

other words. 

You might need a lot of practice before you can scan well, but it will save you time in the 

end.  It’s very useful for looking up all sorts of things. 

If you are not good at reading yet, you can still scan.  Try finding words you know well, like 

Liverpool or your own name, in a page of writing. 

Now try some of the scanning exercises. 
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SCANNING EXERCISE 
 

Before you start, read the ‘How to Scan Sheet’ sheet. 

 
 
Have a quick look through the advert below, then answer the questions on the 
next page. 
 
 

 

continued 
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Questions 

 

1 What can you save from shopping at this place? 

  ................................................................................................................................................................................  

2 How many good reasons are there for shopping there? 

  ................................................................................................................................................................................  

3 What is the telephone number? 

  ................................................................................................................................................................................  

4 What can you earn with Argos? 

  ................................................................................................................................................................................  

5 What are the names of the catering firm? 

  ................................................................................................................................................................................  

6 How long does the offer last? 

  ................................................................................................................................................................................  

 
 
 
Now check your answers below. 
 
 
 
 

Discuss your work with a teacher/friend and decide what you need to work on 
next. 

 
 
 
 
 

Answers 

 

 
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2. Scanning a short text for specific information  

 

You may often need to check whether a text is relevant to your reading purposes or to find 

specific information in a text. A common reason for scanning short texts is during electronic 

searches of academic journals in databases to which you may have access through your 

library. One efficient way to check is through keyword searches of the titles and abstracts of 

articles, since they should give a summary of the content of any article. If the keyword search 

brings up a title and abstract that look highly relevant, then you can download the full article. 

Often, however, a keyword search produces a large number of articles that are may be 

pertinent to your study. If you are faced with hundreds of potentially useful articles it helps if 

you can quickly scan the titles and abstracts for the sort of information that will confirm 

whether to invest more time downloading and reading an article intensively. 

Here is a quick scanning exercise. Below are the title, abstract and other reference details of 

an academic journal article. Suppose you are interested in the management issue of retaining 

valued employees. You want to know about why employees might wish to leave, whether the 

main reasons are the same in all sectors, and what might be done to retain valued employees. 

 
 

How relevant is this article likely to be to this management issue? Scan the text to answer these 
questions: 

1.       What is the focus of the article? 

2.       Which sector does the study cover and which group of employees are involved? 

3.       What were the main reasons why some employees considered leaving? 

4.       How much evidence is offered? 

5.       what are managers doing to retain nurses? 
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3. Scanning: Say True or False 

 

a. Look only for specific words or phrases. 

b. Look at every word in the text. 

c. Try not to think of the meaning in the text. 

d. Underline the word when you find it. 

e. Think of the meaning of the word you are looking for. 

 

 

 
 
 


