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This may seem like a strange 
topic – but it isn’t. We have been 
asked the question, “How do I read 
a research paper?”, by optometry 
and graduate students, as well as 
our clinical colleagues, over the past 
several years/decades. Many start 
from the beginning of the paper, and 
then plow through to the end – if 
in fact they ever do finish! Our time 
and professional demands are too 
great to follow this process for each 
paper that we think may be valuable 

and needs to be read carefully. We would 
like to suggest a different initial approach, or 
strategy, that we have used to help follow the 
literature and to write our research and clinical 
papers –”strategic scanning”.

First, the obvious – read the title. It should 
give you a sense of the paper. It could be a 
broad and general title, such as, “Abnormal 
Fixation in Amblyopic Eyes”, or one that is 
more descriptive, such as, “Increased and 
Abnormal Fixational Drift in Amblyopic Eyes”. 
Thus, you know that the paper is about 
amblyopia, fixation, and its abnormality in the 
amblyopic eye--all from just a few words! The 
5-10 keywords might also be helpful to read to 
obtain the broader picture from the author’s 
perspective.

If it still sounds exciting and of interest, 
next carefully read the abstract – this will 
provide you with more details, such as the 
exact purpose, some specifics of the methods, 
the key results, and the main conclusions/
speculations, all in approximately 200-
300 words! This is why one’s abstract is so 
important. It must be carefully and succinctly 
crafted, but still provide the main facts. This 
is not an easy task. Précis writing at its finest!

One can obtain the title and abstract either 
for the full paper itself or from the Pubmed 
abstract provider. Then, you must decide if 
you want to go further--maybe it is not what 
you thought it appeared to be from just the 
title and abstract. If so, you might simply stop 
here. If not, read on.

Next, read the first and last paragraphs of 
the Introduction to obtain the broad picture 
and the more finely-focused purpose of the 
study, respectively. If it is still of interest, you 
may want to read the rest of the Introduction. 
Or, one could opt to go directly to the Results 
section. The first one or two paragraphs of the 
Results, and related figures and tables, should 
present the main findings. These should be 
read over carefully, and understood well. 
One may have to go back to the Methods 
briefly to obtain clarification on the specific 
methodological procedures and analyses to 
better understand the main findings. 

At this point, you must make a decision – if it 
appears to be of interest and important to your 
area of interest and study, then go back and 
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conducted on your own, or new approaches 
to your patients in the clinic. For example, the 
Discussion section of a paper might suggest 
that a certain test might provide additional 
insights into a disease or abnormal condition 
– this could serve as a starting point for some 
informal, pilot investigation to ascertain if the 
prediction appears to be true. If so, one may 
then desire to probe the area more carefully, 
and then even write a publishable manuscript 
based on your new findings, and their clinical 
implications, for your clinical colleagues, with 
the goal of improving optometric patient care.
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read the entire paper carefully, with notes and 
additional diagrams, so that you understand it 
well in your own words. Frequently, one needs 
to reread a paper several times to truly obtain 
its ‘essence’, importanace, and insights. If not, 
perhaps just read the first few paragraphs of 
the Discussion to get the general impression/
ideas, and then put it in your files/folders for 
possible use later.

The above scenario is not meant to provide 
a ‘short-cut” to our goal of understanding the 
literature and the true intellectual process, but 
rather to make it more efficient. It is not meant 
to encourage the use of Pubmed as one’s 
only/main source of obtaining papers that are 
in your field, or worse yet, that which you read 
in lieu of the full paper itself, but rather to be 
used as one of your possible informational 
and intellectual tools, a starting point for 
further and deeper probing of the topic. ALL 
of the main papers that you finally select 
should be read several times, fully, slowly, 
carefully, and with side notes to reinforce 
concepts and ideas that you have about the 
paper. These side notes can also help to 
generate ideas for possible new studies to be 


