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Why do we read papers?
According to a computer science professor 
at the University of Waterloo [3]:

● Learn material for a conference or 
class

● Follow current research in your field
● Study literature from a new field

How to Read a Scientific Paper

 



How to Read a Scientific Paper 4

The Three-Pass Approach [3]

Second PassFirst Pass

Get a general idea of the paper Understand the paper s̓ context

Third Pass

Learn the details
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The First Pass (~5-10 mins)
● Read the title, abstract, and 

introduction
● Read the section and sub-section 

headings
● Read the conclusions
● Check the references for papers you 

recognize

You should be able to answer:

Wait! Do you 
want to keep 
going?
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The Second Pass (~1 hour)
● Read the full paper
● Look at the figures and captions
● Note any references you want to read 

next
● Write down key points and make 

comments in the margins

Wait! Do you 
want to keep 
going?

You should be able to answer:

● What is the content?
● Summarize the paper with evidence
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The Third Pass (~4-5 hours)
● Re-create the work
● Compare your results with the paper
● Write down ideas for future work

You should be able to answer:

● What assumptions do they make?
● How would you present this idea?
● What are the strengths and 

weaknesses of this paper?

Done! You are now 
an expert on this 
paper
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Letʼs Practice! [4]
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