So Much Jargon: A Primer on Reading Scientific Articles
Karla Sosa1*

Reading scientific literature can be intimidating! Here’s a roadmap for how I learned to make sense of it.
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READ FIRST

Abstract
- An abstract is a brief summary for the paper: it is like a blueprint
- Give this most of your focus on understanding! If you can grasp what’s going on here, you’ll
know what to expect in the rest of the paper
- It can help to annotate/colorcode/highlight the different sentences in the abstract that map to
the sections within the paper (introduction, methods, results, conclusion)

SKIM SECOND

Introduction
- The broad picture is the most important—don’t worry if you don’t understand
every single sentence or detail
- This section provides the background for the
study that is the focus of the paper, as well as
the reasoning for why it is novel knowledge
- Don’t try to learn all the new vocabulary!
Instead focus on words you saw in the
abstract, or any terms that come up frequently
- If you are interested in learning more about
this topic, the citations will point you to
further reading
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STUDY THIRD (OR FOURTH)
Figures provide visual summaries of the main
findings of the study. Focus on understanding what is going on so that you can follow
the new knowledge being presented by the
authors

credit to Claire Belton for a happy Pusheen

Figure 1. The ﬁgure captions are helpful in orienting
you to what you are seeing; pay close attention!
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ADVANCED

Methods
- This section is most crucial if you are interested in expanding this field of research, or
applying some of the methods on your own
- Skim it to make sure the researchers aren’t
doing anything suspicious. But if this section
is still too advanced, you can skip it
ADVANCED

Results
- This section summarises the findings but
without connecting them to previous work,
analying them, nor providing interpretations
- As with the methods, it is most crucial if this
is your field of study
- If this paper is still too advanced for you, you
can skip this section
READ FOURTH (OR THIRD)

Discussion and Conclusion
- This section will review the results, place
them into context of previous studies, and
give explanations for what was found
- Put the second most focus into this section,
especially since the beginning of the dicussion will re-state the most essential background information that was mentioned in
the introduction
- Hopefully by the time you get here, you will
know all the key vocabulary!
- The more papers you read, the more comfortable you will get, and you’ll figure out
what works best for you. Trust yourself!
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