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Tips for Reading Journal Articles  

Go from the general to the particular:  

Articles that report experiments were not necessarily intended to be read straight through. Don't waste time 

struggling with minute details if you do not first understand the big picture. Before you dive into the article, 

you should already know roughly what it is going to say! Get that information by reading the title, abstract, 

and headings and by skimming the introduction, the conclusion (or discussion), and any tables or figures.  

Look for definitions:  

Jargon is usually defined somewhere in the article, at least by subtle context if not explicitly. If you do not 

understand a concept that is being discussed at length, look around for the definition. It may be helpful to 

consult a textbook or even a dictionary. Do not just pass over the terms you do not understand.  

Examine the tables and figures:  

Briefly review the tables and figures presented by the authors to obtain a sense of the data presented in the 

article. Read the title legends to provide a context for the data presented. Note the important patterns that 

emerge from your review of the data presentation represented in the tables and figures. This review should 

provide a useful context when reading the methods, results, and discussion sections of the article.  

Selectively read the method and results:  

Read these sections with certain questions in mind. How were the variables measured? Do those measures 

really capture the conceptual variable, or might they be measuring something else? What did the participants 

have to do? What were the actual numerical results7 Where are the findings that the authors discuss? Are 

there anomalies that they don't address? What was the main hypothesis? What were the findings regarding 

those variables?  

A second reading may be necessary:  

It is not unusual to have to read an article twice to understand its message. Often there is so much 

information presented that it cannot all be absorbed in one pass. Even experienced scientists need to read 

articles slowly, carefully, and repeatedly so do not expect yourself to breeze through them! After you have a 

good feel for the article's results, go back and re-read the introduction, and finally, go back and read the 

general discussion to see how the author interprets his or her data.  
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