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General tips for reading scholarly articles 

 

Note:  I put this handout together for an undergraduate course when some students expressed 

frustration about trying to read a research article. You may already have your own 

strategies for reading difficult material; if they are successful, don’t feel you have to 

follow these suggestions. And of course if you’re finding an article easy, you won’t need 

to do this stuff. The suggestions come from my own experience and from a nice—though 

repetitious and finicky—book: 

 

 Van Doren, Charles & Mortimer Adler (1972 revised edition of 1940 original). How to 

Read a Book. Touchstone. 

 

• Before you read, preread. 

o Can you guess from the title what the article will be about? What position it will 

argue for? 

o If there is an abstract, read it carefully. 

o Read the introduction carefully, then skip ahead and skim the conclusion or summary, 

if there is one—this will help you know where the body of the paper is going when 

you go back to read it. 

o Often, the introduction ends with a preview of how the paper will be structured—take 

note of this, and flip through the paper to see all the section headings. From what you 

learned in the abstract, introduction, and conclusion, try to predict how each section 

will fit in with the main argument. 

 

• Engage with the article. 

o When prereading you’re trying to form an idea before you really start reading the 

article of what it will be about, what problem it tackles, what it will argue, and how 

each section will contribute to the argument.  

o While you’re reading, keep checking against your expectations. For example, say that 

a section of an article is arguing that Arabic epenthesis is postlexical and therefore 

invisible to stress. Then the author says that some more examples will be given that 

argue for epenthesis coming late. As you look at each example, try to see what the 

problem would be if epenthesis came early and whether the problem goes away if 

epenthesis is late. Then you can compare what you thought against the author’s 

discussion of the example. 

o When you see a set of data, before you read the author’s analysis try to see what’s 

going on for yourself. Sketch out as much of an analysis as you can and note what the 

tricky aspects are. Then compare what you got to what the author says. 

o After each example, each subsection, and each section, consider what its importance 

has been to the article’s main argument. 

o You should always be experiencing (and aware of) some kind of reaction to what 

you’re reading: Ah yes, that’s just what I expected she’d say. Wait, I thought she was 

arguing the opposite of that. Whoa, where’s this going—is it a new topic or further 

support for what we just saw? Aha, so that’s what she meant above by “...”; I’d 

better go back and re-read that paragraph now that I see what it’s talking about. 
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Wow, that’s a bold claim; I wonder how it’s going to be backed up—maybe if there 

were a language with the following properties... 

o It helps to write on the article (if it’s your own copy!). If you feel guilty about killing 

trees, at least the department’s new printer can easily print double-sided and 2-up 

(and you can print just the body of the paper, leaving out references and appendices). 

Some things to try: 

� Underline the major points or use a vertical line in the margin if the passage is 

too long to underline. 

� Circle key words or phrases, or new terms. 

� Put asterisks in the margins (with a brief note) to mark the 5 or so most 

important points. 

� Put numbers in the margins to mark a sequence of points in developing an 

argument. For example, if an author says “There are several [or even better, 

‘five’] reasons to believe this,” note with a number each reason as you get to 

it. 

 

• Many people like to take notes on another sheet of paper or on a computer (though some of 

the following will fit in the margins). 

o You can note the main point of each section and how it fits in to the overall argument. 

When you’re done you’ll have an outline. 

o You can also note questions that occur to you while reading and keep track of 

whether they get resolved later in the article, or on a second reading. If not, bring 

them up in class! 

o You can note cases you’ve seen before that the one you’re reading about reminds you 

of. 

o You can note research ideas that you get (you should probably copy these to a 

separate place later—you should always have a notebook for your research ideas, or a 

file folder that you can throw scraps of paper with ideas into). 

 

• Read through again if necessary. 

o Some articles are easy enough that one reading suffices. But if you’re having trouble, 

write down what your questions are, which parts you don’t understand, etc. Put the 

article aside for a day and then come back and read it—or just the hard part—again, 

searching for the answers to those questions and checking whether you still agree 

with the outline you made, or still find that the points you underlined before are the 

important ones. You will probably find the article much easier on the second reading. 

 

• How to figure out what terms mean 

o Sometimes the author uses terminology you don’t know, or very fancy words, or 

unfamiliar idioms and constructions (if the paper isn’t in your native language). Mark 

the passages that give you this kind of low-level trouble—where you can’t figure out 

what the actual sentence means.  

o Look for explicit discussion of special terms—see if the word is introduced anywhere 

with ‘quotation marks’, italics, or SMALL CAPS. 
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o A dictionary may help, but not always—you may need to use context, ask other 

people, or even search for a word or phrase on the web to get an idea of what it 

means.  

o If you practice the suggestions above for pre-reading and engaging with the article, 

you will already have an idea of what the author is going to say at each point, which 

will help you figure out what an unfamiliar term must mean. 

 

• Getting through the tough parts 

o I find that reading difficult passages aloud sometimes helps. Reading aloud is also 

helpful when my attention is wandering or my environment is distracting (e.g., 

waiting around during jury duty). 

o It also helps to talk with someone else who is reading the same article (or try your 

T.A. or professor). 

o If you find that it’s taking you too long to read things, perhaps your reading 

environment needs to be changed. For difficult reading, many people need to be alone 

in a quiet room, with the door closed. (I know from personal experience that this is 

hard to achieve when you don’t have your own room or a private office.) A good 

substitute is the desks on the upper floors of the Young Research Library. Some 

people find that sitting alone in a parked car on a quiet residential street is the 

ultimate; this works best when the car is free of other reading material or distractions. 

 

• Drawing lessons for your own writing 

o Sometimes an article is hard to read because the material is inherently difficult, or 

because it’s aimed at an audience with background that you don’t have (yet). But 

sometimes it’s the author’s fault. You can make a mental note of things that make 

articles harder for you to read so that you can avoid them in your own writing. 

Some things I’ve noticed: 

� Giving every phonological process and theoretical proposal an abbreviated 

name imposes an extra burden on the reader: “We can see that PND has 

applied, though failing to feed IVL. This raises serious questions for the 

theory of SIA.” It doesn’t take that long to just write it out every time. 

Same goes for repeatedly referring to rules or whatever by their example 

numbers, especially on a different page. 

� Defining technical terms, even if they’ll be known to the core readership, 

really helps readers from outside the field. 

� It’s annoying when the reader is referred to another work for important 

information: “This is untenable for various reasons (Smith 1990), so we 

will instead adopt the following approach.” If it’s material to the 

argument, or something the reader needs to know in order to follow, 

briefly summarize the information.  

� Using “the former” and “the latter” may save a bit of typing, but it very 

often ends up being confusing. 

� The only language a reader can be assumed to know is the one the article 

is written in, so quotations from articles in other languages should be 

translated.  


