Unit 1.1

Academic reading skills                        Selecting, Skimming, Scanning
Whether you are attending a university/postgraduate course or preparing to write an assignment or an essay, a considerable amount of reading is required. If you are not an active reader, it can be difficult to keep track of anything that needs to be read in a short period of time. This implies that you must choose what to read and practice reading quickly and effectively.
Here are some methods for increasing your academic reading efficiency:  

Selecting If you have been given a list of texts to read, start with the ones you are required to read.  If you have time, go ahead and read the ones suggested. Similarly, start with the most relevant texts from the ones you have collected.

Skimming Go through the text, attempting to get the gist, the general idea of what it is about.  Take a look at the title, the author, the date it was written. Read the abstract or the summary (if it is an article a thesis or a research), the preface (if it is a book), the headings and sub headings, chapter titles or chapter overview. Read the introduction and the conclusion as well as the topic sentence of each paragraph. All of the above information will help you to decide whether you need to read the text or not.      

Scanning As soon as you have finished skimming, look through the text again and try to locate more specific information and answers to your questions. Typographical cues such as bullets, indenting, italics or boldface, key words, figures, percentages, charts or graphs etc can also be useful. 

Task 6 

Skim the text to find out (more than one answer might be correct):

1. This text will be useful to you if you are writing an assignment about: 

a. How nutrients affect people’s health

b. Nutrients in nature

c. The impact of human activity on natural environment 

2. Scan the text to answer the questions:

a. In what form are nutrients emitted in the atmosphere?

b. How can excess algae affect a water ecosystem?

c. How can air pollution, affect the ground?
Nutrients

Nutrients are chemical substances found in every living thing on Earth. They are necessary to the lives of people, plants, animals, and all other organisms. Nutrients help break down food to give organisms energy. They are used in every process of an organism’s body. Some of the processes are growth (building cells), repair (healing a wound), and maintaining life (breathing).

Nutrients in the Environment

Nutrients accumulate, or build up, in the environment. Nutrient-rich soil or water contains large amounts of nitrogen, carbon, phosphorus, sulfur, and potassium. These nutrients can come from natural sources, like plant and animal remains. As plants and animals die, they decompose. Decomposition releases nutrients into the environment.

Human activity also adds nutrients to soil and water. Many factories use nutrients to help preserve their products. Nutrients are either released as gas into the atmosphere, or as liquid. Either way, the nutrients enter the water cycle.

Sewage and wastewater are also full of nutrients such as carbon. Wastewater is often used on golf courses, where it enters local creeks as runoff. Treated wastewater is sometimes released directly into the environment.

Fertilizers, used in agriculture, are rich in carbon, nitrogen, and phosphorus. Farmers use fertilizers on crops such as grains, fruits, and vegetables. Fertilizer not absorbed by plants accumulates in the soil. Nutrients from fertilizer can also leech into groundwater or runoff. Nutrient-rich runoff flows into creeks, rivers, and bays. Ponds, lakes, and even the ocean can absorb huge amounts of nutrients, especially nitrogen and phosphorus.

Balance of Nutrients

Nutrients such as carbon, oxygen, and nitrogen make all life possible. Nutrient-poor areas cannot support much biodiversity. Bogs, for instance, are nutrient-poor wetlands found in cool climates. The soil of bogs is much more acidic than fertile, or nutrient-rich, soil. Few species of plants can grow in the nutrient-poor soil of bogs. With fewer species of plants available, the ecosystem is unable to support a large variety of other organisms, such as animals and fungi.

The introduction of nutrients into an environment can make the ecosystem healthy and fertile. Upwelling is the natural process of cold, nutrient-rich water being pushed to the upper layers of the ocean. Upwelling brings a huge supply of nutrients to fish, seaweeds, and marine mammals. Economic activity also depends on upwelling. 

Excess Nutrients

Although life depends on nutrients, too many nutrients can have a negative impact on an ecosystem. Algal blooms, for instance, are caused by excess nutrients. They can actually prevent the natural nutrient flow in an aquatic ecosystem.

Algal blooms form as excess nutrients, from natural and manmade sources, accumulate in a body of water. When the conditions are just right, algae, bacteria, and other microbes bloom, or multiply quickly. The rapid reproduction uses almost all the nutrients in the water. The bloom forms a thin mat near the surface of the water, preventing light from reaching below.

Algal blooms can die off as quickly as they form. The dead algae and other microbes sink to the bottom of the body of water. Sunlight and nutrients can once again enter the ecosystem. However, bacteria that help decay the algal bloom now absorb most of these nutrients. It can take weeks or even months for an ecosystem to recover from an algal bloom.

Algal blooms can reduce nutrients in an area to such a degree that the area is known as a dead zone. This means that few organisms can survive in the environment. Dead zones do not have enough nutrients to support a food web.

Excess Nutrients in the Chesapeake Bay

Dead zones are a frequent problem for the Chesapeake Bay, a huge estuary on the East Coast of the United States. This region is home to 13.6 million people. Its watershed includes the large urban areas of Washington, D.C., and Baltimore and Annapolis, Maryland.

The western corridor of the Chesapeake Bay is highly industrialized. The eastern corridor is home to many farming communities. Runoff from factories, homes, and farms has polluted the bay with excess nutrients.

The size and duration of dead zones in the Chesapeake Bay vary. They depend on the season and the weather. During heavy rains, more nutrients are washed into the bay. During the spring and summer, farms fertilize their crops, leading to more nutrient runoff. About one-third of the excess nutrients in the Chesapeake Bay is the result of air pollution. Burning fossil fuels releases carbon and nitrogen into the air. Eventually, these nutrients return to the soil and water through the water cycle.

People and businesses can control the nutrients they release. At home, people can help by using phosphorus-free fertilizer and preventing lawn waste from washing into the gutter. Native plants help filter water and stop debris from washing into a watershed. Making sure septic systems don’t have leaks, safely disposing of household chemicals (like paint and batteries), and minimizing activities that erode soil also help prevent algal blooms.

Factories and farms can help control the amount of nutrients released into the environment by following safety standards and reducing runoff.

Abridged from https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/nutrient/
