
How to read and make sense 
of the literature 

(advice from Cindy Jordan) 



How to get started? 

Start with  
recent review articles 

 

(“recent” means within the last 5 years, 
preferably within the last two) 

 



Why?  
What are the advantages? 

Gives you the big picture 
Usually well written by leaders in the field 
Tells you who the main players are 

By reading a few reviews, you can quickly gain a 
sense for who the main players are 

Provides a “road map” for additional 
reading  

lots of citations that guide you to the relevant 
seminal primary reports  

 



How to find review articles? 

Use PubMed 
Key words: “review” and “topic of interest” 



What are good sources to  
start with?  

• Current Opinions…(Neurobiology) 
• Trends in…(Neuroscience) 
• Commentaries in scientific journals  

Advantages 
– Written by leaders in the field 
– Usually easy to read, relatively short, good schematics, available 

on line, and targeting readers who are looking for an introduction 
to or an update on a topic that might be somewhat peripheral to 
their own area of expertise (that’s you!)   

– Commentaries gives you the latest and greatest and relevant 
background all in 1-2 pages.   

– Reference section provides main messages for many key 
citations 



 

“Current Opinions…” notes particularly important citations with asterisks  
and gives you the main message in the bibliography 



More substantive reviews 

• Nature Reviews: Neuroscience  
• Annual Reviews in Neuroscience 
• Nature, Science, Cell, Neuron, etc 

 
Select reputable, well known journals! 



Constrain your reading 
 (start slow…) 

Start with  
immediate  

area  
of interest 

1. Closest related area  

3. Related area  

4. Related area  
2. Next closest related area  

Getting broader and “seeing” connections between various subfields as you read 



As you read… 

build a picture or story in your head 
 

…try to “connect the dots” between 
data from different papers 



How to keep track? 

Establish a bibliographic data base for keeping 
track of and organizing your papers (e.g., 
Endnote) 

• Can easily search in your data base 
• Can easily generate a bibliography (for your 

dissertation, publications, grant proposals, etc. 
even for your comp exams!!) 

 
Word of caution: back-up your Endnote file 

(thumb drive, CD, cyberspace…) 
 



Other resources… 

• Web of science (you can link via the MSU library) 

– If you find a particularly good/relevant paper 
and you want to find other papers relevant to 
that one and that build on reported finding, 
then use “cited reference search” (one of 
the options on the top menu) 



How to read a paper? 
It depends… 

• Review articles: read the entire paper starting at 
the beginning (unless you see that there are 
only discrete sections that are pertinent) 

• Primary reports: start w/ the title and the abstract  
– Info on next slide tells you why reading and digesting information 

in the abstract is worthwhile  
– A good title should provide the ultimate main message of the 

study’s results 

• then look at the figures and read the captions… 
• then if judged relevant and interesting, the 

results, etc… 



 
 

• Main question  
• Rationale (why the question was asked)  

– which automatically means background information is given   
• Methods (what was done to answer the question)  
• Main results and conclusions (what was found and 

what it all means, from the viewpoint of the authors) 
 

In short, if an abstract is well written:  
You should learn enough about the paper to know  

whether it is worth reading  

What is in an abstract? 



Don’t forget to back up 
regularly  

 
 Good Luck 
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