Reading Scholarly Articles

This is a handout on reading and making sense of scholarly journal articles. Often, non-academics have a hard time reading work written by and intended for scholars (actually, academics sometimes have a hard time doing this, too). There are a number of reasons for this, but most of them relate to one thing: scholarly articles published in scholarly journals are almost always intended for other experts in that field, i.e., other academics. As such, their authors assume the audience has a great deal of background knowledge (the kind of background knowledge that it generally requires a Ph.D. to acquire). In addition, most scholarly articles make very specific arguments about very specific topics; it can be hard to make sense of what the authors are arguing (or why they are arguing it) if you are not familiar with the topic or the ongoing scholarly conversation. 

The purpose of this handout is to equip you with some strategies for reading scholarly articles. Doing these things will not necessarily make reading scholarly articles “easy,” but it should give you a few footholds into these types of text to make reading them a bit “easier.”
Pre-Reading

Many studies on reading comprehension show that the more a person knows about a text before reading it, the easier it will be for that person to understand the text. To that end, before reading the text in its entirety, try to learn as much about it as possible. 
Here are some things to do before diving right into the text:
1. What is the title of the scholarly journal that published the article? What does the name of the journal imply about the types of articles it publishes? How specific is the title of the journal?
2. What is the title of the article? Does it imply what topic the article will explore? Does it imply what position the author(s) will take on the topic?
3. Does the article have an abstract? If so, read it as carefully as possible; it will provide a general summation of the article, though the extent of the summation in abstracts vary—some only give the research question and a sense of the methods the author(s) used to answer the question; other times, the abstract will also include the article’s conclusions. (Note: Not all articles will have an abstract.)

4. Read the introduction (or introductory section) and the conclusion of the article—often times, though not always, the most important parts of the article are included in these sections (the thesis, the author’s findings, etc.).

5. Often, though not always, 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.

Scan the Article
The purpose of pre-reading is to get the reader to think about the content of the article. Now it’s time to begin putting your predictions to the test, but before closely reading the article it’s best to get a sense of its structure and purpose by skimming. Different people skim in different ways. One typical way to skim is to go through the article, reading the first sentence of a paragraph, skimming though the rest of the paragraph’s content, and then reading the concluding sentence of the paragraph. This will give you a general sense of the author’s objective and rhetorical strategies. It will also give you a general sense of the content of the article. 
Actively Take Notes as You Read

Now it’s time to read the article. Generally, it helps to write on the article as you read; when you write on the article, it forces you to actively think about the content. Some things to try out:  

1. Underline the major points or use a vertical line in the margin if the passage is too long to underline. Major points should include the thesis of the article and the main reasons and evidence the authors give to support the thesis. 

2. Circle key words or phrases, or new terms.  
3. Put stars in the margins (with a brief note) to mark the 3, or 4, or 5 most important points.

4. 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.

One important thing to note: While the above provides general things to look for as you read, you should also keep in mind your purpose for reading the article. Are you reading to answer a research question of your own? To familiarize yourself with the background of the topic? Are you reading to analyze the rhetorical strategies employed by the author? That should help you focus on the things on which you need to focus. 
Getting Through the Tough Parts 

1. I find that reading difficult passages aloud sometimes helps. Reading aloud is also helpful when my attention is wandering or my environment is distracting. 

2. It also helps to talk with someone else who is reading similar articles (or try your instructor). 

3. 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. (Of course, 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.

Read Through Again if Necessary 

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 or so and then come back and read it—or just the hard part—again, searching for the answers to those questions or to find out if the points you underlined before are still the ones you think are the most important ones. You will probably find the article much easier on the second reading.
Things to Keep In Mind When Reading Scholarly Literature
· Reading and understanding scholarly articles is tough for everyone, academics included. As such, make sure you give yourself enough time for the task. Try to give yourself at least an hour or two.
· Almost all scholarly articles, no matter what the discipline, are persuasive—they’re making an argument and they want the reader to think or do something. To that end, they will almost always have a thesis (though it may not be clear) and provide reasons and evidence to support the thesis.  

· Sometimes it’s easier to read a little of the article at a time. Trying to read and understand the whole thing in one sitting can be overwhelming and frustrating. Break down the work by sections or paragraphs. 

· In some fields, journal articles have a fairly common form—abstract, introduction, literature review, methodology, results, discussion, conclusion, and references. That’s usually the case in the social sciences and the natural sciences. However, articles in the humanities (disciplines like literature, cinema and TV studies, art, art history, philosophy, etc.) will not have a consistent structure. However, the more you read articles from those fields, the more familiar you’ll become with the rhetorical strategies they use to make their case.  

· Remember: almost all scholarly articles are part of a conversation—they are responding to the work of other scholars at a specific time and place. 
