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There are better guides on read 
gooding, but this documents 
what I wish I could tell myself 10 
years ago.

I read a lot of papers, such is the loathsome 
life of the PhD student. Unfortunately I 
foolishly squandered my first opportunity to 
learn how to academically read good and have 
had to develop these skills during grad school

I spent most of my college years insisting I 
didn’t need to know how to read papers (or 
really to think critically at all) because 
scientists just did math. How wrong I was!

This zine will take you through my approach to 
reading papers. It mostly applies to reading 
Visualization and HCI papers, so your mileage 
may vary.

Chrome (and lots 
of other programs) 
lets you print two 
document pages 
per print page!

In addition to looking 
cool this also gives 
more space to write 
notes in the margins

Getting the paper in print is valuable as it transforms 
the document from something ephemeral into 
something tangible and definite.

Step 1.
Print the 
paper

Magic!



PRE-READ
(procrastinate)

Step 2.

Leave the paper on 
your desk for 
several days

Through osmosis* 
gain a vague feel for 
the content. 

(This step can be skipped if you are excited)
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Gather Materials

Step 3a.

Get yourself a pen 

Red and green are great because they are easy 
to see. (Highlighters are not allowed, because 
you can’t write notes)

Allowed! NOT ALLOWED!

Find a location
Step 3B.

Sit down at a table with the paper.

Try to remove all distractions: put away 
your laptop, you can have music (but 
try to keep it non-distracting*)

Posture is super important! Sitting on a 
couch isn’t great for comprehension

* drones** are great for this
** Such as the works of Pauline Oliveros



paperpaper
ActuallyActually
r e a d  T h e  F u c k i n g

 It takes awhile! Be patient!
(like 1-4 hrs)

Step 3c.



Underline stuff
as you go

not everything, but anytime anything 
seems to be said with 'rhetorical force'

This can yield a lot of underlining. 
This is unlikely to be useful later, but 
it is useful now, as it helps you not 
gloss over long or boring sentences.

Make it real obvious You in 10 minutes might 
not remember why this is cool 

Oo! I forgot about that paper, 
It's so cool 

Anytime there are 
footnotes circle 
them in the text, 
that way you can 
be sure you didn’t 
miss them.

Anytime there are 
cites you like or 
are curious about, 
go to the back 
and circle them. 
If you are 
motivated, look 
them up later, 
nbd if not. 
Reading bibs is its 
own reward



Figures can be

objects of great 
depth
worthless trash.

Equations are much the same, (depending on the paper and paper type)

You can often assess which of these they are by 
looking at how carefully they are made*. Spend 
time with the good ones, forget the others.

or

Figure 7: Our analysis indicates that the stilted setup  
constructed to demonstrate our system is great worked 
out awesome!

Them US IAP4NR

indecipherable
acronym placed
here 4 no reAson

*my highschool physics teacher was fond of saying good work looks good.

You can take a day or two break if you really need, 
but be careful, this can be a way to just not read the 
paper. (Or to forget what’s actually going on)

It’s okay if your attention wanders, just stop reading 
briefly and take a lil time for yourself. 

Look out the window, go to the bathroom, look at 
twitter, do what you need. Reading is hard!

Take little 
breaks



example paper summary example paper summary

example paper summary example paper summary

Step 4.
You are probably going to forget 

the specifics of this paper in a few 
months. That’s okay!

The last step then is to write a 
summary of the paper in a 

document that contains all your 
summaries. It’s okay to include 

your opinions, but you’ll want to 
reference this later so try to keep 

it coherent.

Don’t write too much, this is just for you. 
You’re not turning it in and can’t get points

W
rite it up

Addendum 1

Addendum 3

Addendum 2

Figure out when works for you to read
I find that I am most consistent with my reading when 
it’s the first thing I do every day (some say “if 
something matters to you, do it first thing in the 
morning”). I find if I read at night then it takes longer 
and I read in unnecessarily high depth.  

Figure out what works for you to read
While some papers are really boring, not all of them 
are! If you are having a consistently hard time reading 
a particular kind of paper, that may be a sign that you 
find that type of paper boring. This is okay! You 
learned something about yourself. (You probably still 
gotta read them though.)

Don’t read too deeply / don’t read too shallowly
Some papers require great reflection and care, others 
require casual parses, others still require somewhere in 
between. I think one of the big skills in paper reading 
(as it is a skill, and not (as I have thought in the past) 
a talent) is to know when to read and how. 



graphics from noun project

For additional THINGS SEE 
http://mcnutt.in/


