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Why bother? 

Ø Journal papers are current 
•  Textbooks are often years 

out of date 

•  You can get enough details to 
replicate what you read 
about 

•  Adapt cutting edge ideas 
and techniques to your own 
research 
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What kind of paper? 

Original 
research? 

Review, opinion, 
hypothesis? 

Reviews 

High-impact 
journal? 
author’s 

reputation? 
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What kind of 
paper? 

q Papers and journals are judged by their citation rates 
and impact factors. 

See  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Impact_factor  
 

q  Also, ask is this a specialist journal or general 
journal? 

   Specialist journals in bioinformatics include:         
•   Bioinformatics, BMC Bioinformatics, BMC Genomics, 

Nucleic Acids Research etc 
 
See http://www.brc.dcs.gla.ac.uk/~actan/bioinformatics/journals.html 
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Reading a scientific 
paper 
•  This is not a novel  

•  Skim without taking notes 
Ø Look at  

1.  Title 
2.  Abstract and introduction 
3.  Conclusions 
4.  Figures, tables 
5.  Literature of review   
6.  Results, discussion 
7.  Materials and methods  
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•  Major findings of the article, why 
they matter first and previous 
studies “big picture.” 

•  Note any terms or techniques you 
need to define. 

•  Write down any questions or parts 
you don’t understand. 

•  Beginners should read the 
introduction   

Title abstract and 
introduction 
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•  Carefully examine the graphs, 
tables, and diagrams.  
 
•  Try to interpret the data first 
before reading the captions and 
details.  
 
•  Make sure you fully 
understand the article.  

Figures and 
tables 
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A picture is worth a 
thousand words 

People 
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Don’t under estimate !!! 
 
•  Wide options of articles to 

search 
 
•  Top figures (scientists) in the 
same field of study 

Literature of 
review 
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Write a draft of your summary:  
•  Don’t look at the article while writing. 
 
Ask yourself questions as you 
write:  
o What is the purpose of the study? What 
questions were asked? o How did the study 
address these questions? 
o What assumptions did the author make? 
o What were the major findings?  
o What surprised you or struck you as 
interesting? o What questions are still 
unanswered?  

Results and 
discussion 
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ü  Pay close attention M.Ms and “Results” 
sections 

ü  (In some journals this section is at the end of 
the paper).  

•  Ask yourself questions about the 
study, such as:  
•  Was the study repeated? 

•  What was the sample size? Is this 
representative of the larger population?  

•  What variables were held constant? 

•  Was there a control? 

•  What factors might affect the outcome?  

Materials and 
Methods  
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Which will be your  
primary focus? 

1. Skim the 
article 
without 
taking 
notes 

2. Re-read 
the article 
more 
carefully 

3. Read the 
“Materials and 
Methods” and 
“Results” 
sections 
multiple times 

4. Before you 
begin the 
first draft of 
your 
summary… 

5.  Write 
a draft 
of your 
summary 
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Helpful Links: 
 
• How to read a scientific paper (biology):  
http://www.biochem.arizona.edu/classes/bioc568/
papers.htm 
 
• Finding and reviewing appropriate scientific articles. This 
site will help you select up-to- date and relevant articles 
for your review (biology):  
http://www.stanford.edu/~siegelr/readingsci.htm 
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