Dwyer, October, 2000


How to Constructively Read A Research Paper:  Useful tools for discussing a paper, writing a referee report, and reading more efficiently.

I. The Goal:  Assessing the Paper - You want to determine whether or not the paper makes a contribution

A. What is/are the question/s the authors seek to answer?  

Is it an interesting question?  Why should I care?  

B. How does it fit in the literature?

If the authors succeed in answering this question, does it make a contribution to the literature?  Or has it been done before?  What do they add to the literature?

C. Models - What are they and how good are they?

i. What hypotheses do the authors test?  What methods do they use to test these hypotheses?  

ii. Do these models/techniques adequately answer the question originally posed?  IN other words, are the authors able to accomplish what they set out to do?  Do they identify the effects they seek to learn?

D. What assumptions are made along the way?  Are they reasonable enough to still contribute to knowledge?  What are the caveats?

E. What remains to be done?  What haven't the authors been able to answer?  Why?  Is there something that can be done that is feasible?

II. Tips on how to begin:

A. Read the abstract, introduction, and conclusion first.  

Your first goal is to learn what the question is and whether or not it makes a contribution.  To do this you don't want to get engrossed in the technical details.  You should get a good sense of the question and how it fits from reading these sections first.  If you go from cover to cover you tend to get confused by the technical details.  You want to really know what it is they are looking for before you focus on the models.  This way you have a better sense of what the models should be before you read on.

By reading the conclusion up front, it should re-enforce what the authors were setting out to do as well as tell you what they find.  Do they jive?  A well organized and polished paper will.  If you aren't clear what they are trying to do after reading the intro and conclusion then something is wrong already.  Perhaps you read the intro, and you think you know the question.  Then you read the conclusions and they seem to learn something else.  This should signal that the models they use couldn't answer the original question, but rather answered something else.

B. Once you have a clear understanding of the objective, start over and read the paper through.

Now you are reading more critically.  You know the objective and you want to look for how they answer it.  If it's empirical, once you get a sense of the econometric specification and empirical models, you may want to browse tables before you read their write-up of the results. I like to interpret them myself before I am biased by what they have to say.  This way I can see if we agree on the interpretation.  Some people see more into their results than I do or emphasize different things.  Also, it makes reading the results easier because when they refer to tables you already have some sense of what's there and the juggling back and forth is less distracting.

