How to Read a Research Paper

I write a literature review for a higher education journal that consists of summaries of relevant papers that were published outside that field.  This is the method that I use to write the summary. Each step is done on a successive day. 

1. Read through the entire paper—not skimming but not reading in detail, either.  This is to get a sense of what the paper is about.  I use this step to weed out papers that my readers would not find interesting or useful.

2. Using a highlighter or a pencil, read the paper a second time, highlighting or underlining the research question, major underlying theories that the authors relied on, highlights of the methodology, major findings, and conclusions.  If you are light on methodology, at least try to figure out if the researchers used a qualitative or quantitative approach.  How was the data gathered?  

If you have a photographic memory (I used to but it has been almost a half century at this point), this might be as far as you need to go with this exercise.
3. Fire up the word processor and extract—in your own words—what you highlighted in step 2.  If it doesn’t make sense, go back and read some of it again. Sometimes I do this part in complete sentences but more often just use phrases.  I usually use the subheadings the authors used in the paper as an organizing framework.  As with step 2, may of you may not feel any need to summarize further.

4. Finally, I write the summary in paragraph form, still using the authors’ organizing framework.  This is good writing practice as well as giving you final ‘ownership’ of the paper’s content.  

Doing each step on a separate day gives the brain time to digest the material.  It also helps me to stay focused (shall we say short attention span?) and not waste time going over and over the same paragraph.

One caveat:  I do not spend much time on the literature review.  Particularly if you are working on a research paper or a thesis, it is critical that you read and study the literature review so that you know how this paper fits in with other research on that topic.   
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