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This reading guide is intended for first-generation graduate students. Learn-
ing how to read an academic article is different than how you would read any-
thing else. If you are reading academic articles for the first time, especially in
political science, it’s easy to lose what the article is trying to explain beneath
the overly verbose and intricate writing. This guide is an attempt to provide a
missing resource to the education we provide first-generation students.

What is the Research Question?1

The research question is generally found in the introduction of any article.
This is usually framed as the puzzle or a gap in the literature that still needs
to be solved. Puzzles are neat way to set up a mystery. Sometimes, there is no
mystery, just a need to measure something better. Or, maybe no one thought
to ask an obvious question or assumed due diligence was completed on the most
basic parts of a project – defining a concept, validating a measure, corroborating
different sources of the same data, etc.

Why does it need to be explained?

The answer to this question is also usually found in the introduction of
an article. Many articles are motivated by either conflicting findings in the
literature, adding or expanding the literature to include other groups, or by
proposing something novel. The task when reading a new literature lies in
finding how this particular article does one of the above. Some articles are only
motivated by one, while others may be tapping into all three reasons. You can
also think of this as what is at stake? What will happen to the literature if we
don’t answer this question?

1You can also look at this link (https://imai.fas.harvard.edu/teaching/files/HowToPaper.pdf)
for how to read a paper. While it discusses how to write a paper, it is also useful for under-
standing what parts are important when readings.
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What is the answer that the author proposes and what is
the reasoning for favoring that answer over others?

This is the theoretical contribution of the article and usually resides within
the theory section of a paper. Here, the author’s argument is fleshed out and ex-
panded. They’ll also refer to their hypotheses. When looking for the argument,
look for words like ”I hypothesize,” ”I argue,” or ”I expect.”

How will the authors know if they’re wrong?

This is the research design part of the article. Here you should find all the
information of how they plan to test their hypotheses and expectations. Focus
on the design for this question. It’s about the strategy for comparison. Why
do we agree or disagree with the author’s claim that apples were compared to
apples?

When you read this part of the article, make sure you can answer the fol-
lowing:

• What is the Dependent Variable: The dependent variable is the out-
come measure the researcher is studying.

• What is the Independent Variable: The independent variable has some
impact on the outcome variable. If looking at experimental data, this is
usually discussed as the treatment.

• Describe the Data are they using: Data can be either qualitative or quan-
titative. Identify the study’s subjects, how many observations there are,
and the time and geographical scope of the study.

Were they wrong?

This is usually summarized in the discussion or conclusion of the article.
As you finishing reading this section, ask yourself, do you find the results com-
pelling? Was the data chosen the right one to test the hypotheses? Is the data
reliable?

Bonus Questions

• How would you reword or refocus the question of the paper?

• How would you improve the argument of the paper?

• How would you design the strategy for comparison?

• How would you improve the connection between the concept, measures,
and idicators used in the study?
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