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Tips for critical reading/preparing for discussion: 
 
1) Preview the piece 

• Read the headings to figure out how the article is organized 
• Skim the intro section and the conclusion quickly 

o ask yourself whether the material is familiar to you or not—take a 
moment to try to associate it with other pieces you might have read 
in the past 

! this helps you situate the piece and start thinking critically 
about the piece before you even begin 

• Things to be looking for: 
o What is the purpose of this text?  Why did the author(s) write it? 
o What are the key questions the author(s) is trying to answer or 

address? 
o What are the main conclusions the author(s) come to? 

  
2)  Keep your eye out for key quotes. 

• There are 2 kinds of key quotes: 
1. quotes that sum up the main idea of the article 

• these are good for helping you understand the article 
2. quotes that phrase something in an interesting way; these quotes 

shed a different light on the article  
• these are good to bring up in discussion 

• If you find a key quote, especially of type 2, make note of it (page, 
paragraph, etc.) and post it to the forum.  Bring it up in class discussion. 

 
3)  Write notes in the margins. 

• there are 3 kinds of notes: 
1. Summary points: when you come across something interesting/important, 

summarize the point in a few words in the margin (in pencil) 
• It’s okay if your first understanding of it is wrong (that’s why it’s in 

pencil—when you go back, erase and rephrase); it’s still better to write 
something 

2. Reactions: when you have a reaction (whether intellectual, emotional) to what 
you’re writing, write that down too 
• This is good for discussion 
• Distinguish from summary notes with a * or some symbol 

3. Questions: when you don’t understand something, force yourself to articulate 
a question in a word or two and jot the question down 
• Also good for discussion, especially if it doesn’t get resolved during the 

course of the article 



• Alternately, your question could be resolved, in which case you have 
made a new connection that you would have missed if you didn’t take 
note of it 

 **even if you don’t have time to outline your readings, when you are studying 
for the exam, you can just read your notes in the margins and you will 
remember what the article was about very thoroughly.  You can also 
correct your notes if you’re older and wiser when you read it a second 
time. 

 
4) Make a habit of writing up notes in the form of an outline.  Such notes structure 
and present their information in an easy to consume manner.  Organize your outline in 
the following manner: 
 I. Main point 

a. Supporting ideas and/or explanation of the main point in a sentence or 
brief paragraph 
 i. Explanation of sub-points 

• Outlines that are too detailed and can’t see the forest for the trees are not 
useful; they are even less useful than not having an outline at all 

o Plan on no more than 1-2 single-spaced pages of notes for each reading 
 
**A word to the wise: this kind of reading is SLOW at first.  Just accept that.  You’ll get 
faster at it because reading efficiently and effectively is a skill, not an inherent talent.  
The more you practice, the better you’ll get at it.  Also, not all articles are the same. 
Learn to distinguish between different kinds of pieces that will demand different skills 
from you as a reader (i.e. theoretical vs. descriptive vs. conceptual vs. argumentative, 
etc.).  In this course, I have often paired theoretical pieces with empirical ones.  Reading 
carefully will help you to establish the relationships between them and prepare you for 
your thinkpieces. 


