
How to read a scientific paper:
a step-by-step guide to help you get the most out of what you read
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Questions to answer when reading a paper

1 What do the authors want to know?

2 What do the authors conclude?

3 How do the authors reach their conclusions?

4 Are the conclusions valid?
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What do the authors want to know?

Outline
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What do the authors want to know?

Where to go to find out...

The title

will give you an idea of the topic...

not necessarily of the question
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What do the authors want to know?

Where to go to find out...

The abstract

Clues!

What is unknown?
What is the approach?

Will the approach address what is unknown?

If so, you’ve likely identified the research question.
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What do the authors want to know?

Where to go to find out...

The introduction

…	
  

The conclusions

shouldn’t have to work backward...
sometimes you do...
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What do the authors conclude?

Outline

1 What do the authors want to know?

2 What do the authors conclude?

3 How do the authors reach their conclusions?

4 Are the conclusions valid?
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What do the authors conclude?

Where to go to find out...

The title

The abstract

The discussion

you may have to hunt for them
near the beginning...
... or near the end
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How do the authors reach their conclusions?

Outline

1 What do the authors want to know?

2 What do the authors conclude?

3 How do the authors reach their conclusions?

4 Are the conclusions valid?
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How do the authors reach their conclusions?

The meat of the paper!

For each conclusion...

What are the arguments?

eg, if the research question is “E?”
the argument might be:
A → B
C → D
B ∧ D → E
A and C , so E

What is the evidence?

in the example above, the data may be
A and C
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How do the authors reach their conclusions?

Where to go to find the arguments...

The logic behind the study...

The introduction

should explain how the approach relates to the research question

The discussion

should explain how the results relate to the conclusion/s
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How do the authors reach their conclusions?

Where to go to find the evidence...

The data that support the arguments...

The figures and tables

a very good starting point...
read the axes!
read the caption!

The results

add additional detail
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Are the conclusions valid?

Outline

1 What do the authors want to know?

2 What do the authors conclude?

3 How do the authors reach their conclusions?

4 Are the conclusions valid?
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Are the conclusions valid?

The most important part!!

Don’t assume that because something is published it’s
conclusions are true!

Do you believe the arguments?

why or why not?

Do you believe the evidence?

why or why not?
pay close attention to the methods!

If not...

what would it take to convince you?
what can you take away from the article?
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