How to Read an Empirical Article
AUTHOR and YEAR:
Rules
· Do NOT read the paper straight through.
· Note down unfamiliar vocabulary but do not google until later to avoid distraction.
· If you are confused, write it down briefly then keep reading

PART 1 — What Is This Paper Actually Asking? (Abstract only)
Do NOT read beyond the abstract yet.
1. In one sentence, what is the biological question?


2. What is manipulated (independent variables)? (check one)
☐ hormone levels
☐ behavior
☐ environment
☐ something else: ______________________________________
3. What are the dependent (response) variable(s) measured?

4. [bookmark: _GoBack]Are there any nuisance variables (not manipulated, not response variables… these are variables that you might need to correct for statistically) variables recorded?




5. Was this an Observation (correlational, associational) or Experimental (manipulation) study?


6. What result would have falsified the authors’ main hypothesis?



PART 2 — Introduction: Predictions, Not Details
Skim the Introduction. Do not stop to look up terms.
1. Name one hypothesis or idea the authors rely on:

2. What does that hypothesis predict should happen


3. Identify what you think is the MOST important citation in the Introduction – the primary article that motivated the current study.


PART 3 — Figures First (Before Reading Results)
1. In your own words, describe the purpose of each figure. What are the authors trying to convey?


2. Identify the axes, units and content of each figure. Look up things you don’t understand. 



3. Do the actual results in the figures map onto what you expected to see (given the hypothesis/predictions)? If not, how did they differ?

PART 4 — Methods: Where Are the Limits?
Answer one sentence each.
1. One assumption of the current study:

2. One thing the authors did not measure but maybe should have:

3. One way causal inferences could have been improved.

4. Identify a statistical question or point of confusion for you. 


PART 5 — Results vs. Interpretation
RESULTS (facts only — no explanation)
List the primary results supported directly by the data:




DISCUSSION (interpretation)
Interpret (biologically) each of the findings above.







PART 6 — Vocabulary & Background (Only Now)
List up to 15 terms or concepts you need to look up:



PART 7 — Critical Takeaway
1. In one sentence: What is the strongest conclusion this paper supports?


2. One alternative explanation the authors cannot fully rule out:


3. One follow-up experiment that would most strengthen this study:




Final Check (be honest!)
Right now, how confident are you that you could explain this paper to another biology major?
☐ Very confident
☐ Somewhat confident
☐ Not yet — but I know what I don’t understand
☐ I’m totally lost


If you are totally lost, now is definitely the time to reach out for office hours.
