
Reading and summarizing research articles 
  
  

STEP 2: STUDY 
 
What is the most effective method for studying research articles?  

  
 
 

FORMULATE THE GOAL  

Start by thinking carefully about why you have to read the article. This will help you to determine 
your approach! What do you need to take out or remember from it? Do you need to read and 
summarize the entire article or is it sufficient to know the main conclusions?  
  
SELECT PARTS TO READ  
 

An article isn’t a novel: you don’t have to read it from beginning to end. Most articles are structured 
into sections using clear headings, and you can choose which sections are actually of interest and 
use to you. And you don’t have to read the sections in order. 
  
A general rule of thumb is: 
 
 
  

 
READ FIRST           ALWAYS READ 

 
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 

 
READ LAST                  READ WHEN NEEDED   

 
 

WHAT TO READ FOR AN EXAM? 

Try to find out what the focus of your lecturer is: do you need general understanding of the article’s 
conclusion (in which case Abstract, Conclusion or Discussion will do), or should you be able to look 
critically at the methods of the research as well (in which it will be useful to read Methodology 
chapter)? 

Abstract 

Introduction 
(may also be called Theory) 

Results 

Methodology 
(may also be called Methods/Experimental) 

 

Conclusion + discussion 

HOW TO READ RESEARCH ARTICLES?   



If unsure: definitely read the Abstract, followed by the Conclusion and Discussion. When reading 
the conclusion, it can also help to take a look at the visuals (graphs, tables, charts) in the results 
section. This will give you the gist of the article. If you don’t know much about the subject yet, 
consider to read the Introduction as well: this will give you the background information you need.  
 
Reading these sections is usually enough, but there are some exceptions: 

1. Are you expected to learn more about the data analysis or to formulate an opinion on the 
quality thereof? Then you will also need to read the Results section carefully. 

2. Are you expected to compare how different studies are conducted? Or will you have to 
formulate an opinion on the quality of the research method used? Then you will also need 
to read the Methodology section. 

WHAT TO READ FOR A THESIS OR WRITING ASSIGNMENT?   

Are you reading the articles because you have to write about them? If so, you can also read the 
sections in the order mentioned above: start with the abstract. If it seems interesting and relevant, 
move on to the discussion and conclusion. If you’re actually going to use the article, read the whole 
thing. 
 
 
 

If you don’t know much about the subject yet and still need some basic background knowledge, 
read the introduction and/or theory section. This will give you a more general understanding of the 
topic. Here, too, the goal can help you decide on your approach: If you’re reading articles to help 
you decide which research methods or analysis methods to use for your own study, then it goes 
without saying that you should also read those sections! 
 
MAKE A SUMMARY 
 

You can use the TC method to make a summary. When reading for exam, try to include: 
• Research question 
• Answer / key findings 
• Implications 
• Limitations 

 
When reading for thesis or paper, also include; 

• Citation information (author, date, journal, volume, pages, etc.) 
• What you want to use from the article (findings, quotes, etc.) 
• References to follow up on 

 
In your summary, only include things you didn’t already know and are relevant to your exam or 
writing assignment.  
 
Good luck! 


