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Your Reading Should Have A Purpose 

Background 

Reading the research of experts and others is a fundamental part of research. 

Why? – Because you use this information to develop your own thinking and incorporate it in the 
writing of your research paper. 

Reading for research purposes means higher levels of concentration and questioning are needed to 
extract the relevant background information/author’s argument 

Strategies 

Reading for research purposes takes time – so allocate ‘blocks’ of time for reading in your schedule 

Make efficient use of your time – skim/scan.   What’s really relevant to your research?  Use the 
index.  Be ruthless!! 
 
Be aware that technical and closely written text may require 2/3 readings – formal language is used 
and it may be the first time you have come across a new subject-specific vocabulary  
 
Ask yourself what type of information source do I need to read? 
 

a. Textbooks give me background information on a subject I may not know a lot about 
b. Chapters from a more advanced textbook 
c. Article disseminating the most recent thinking on my research topic 
d. Statistical sources to back up an argument I wish to make 

 
Have questions in your mind as you read eg 
 

a. are you looking for an answer to a specific question? 
b. are you looking for background information because you know little about the topic? 
c. are you looking for evidence/examples to support what you will read in your essay? 

 
Do not read passively.  Read purposefully - what answers do you want from your reading/research?  
Think about what the author is trying to say/argue.  Get the main idea!  Where’s the main idea?  The 
main idea should be in the first sentence of a paragraph, though this is not always the case. 
 

a. what part of the text is the main idea?  
b. which parts of the text are minor points? 
c. which parts of the text are examples of the points made 
d. which parts of the text are descriptions? 
e. which parts of the text are the author’s opinion? 

 
Ask yourself what is the author trying to do? 
 

a. provide information? 



b. putting forward a theory? 
c. making an argument? 
d. trying to persuade you of something? 

 
Question what the author writes: 
 

a. is he or she making assumptions? 
b. are they correct? 
c. is his or her argument clear and logical? 
d. is the conclusion based on the evidence provided? 

 
Evaluate what the author writes: 
 

a. would you be able to tell someone else what the author’s argument is? 
b. are you persuaded by the author’s argument? If not, why not?  If yes, why? 
c. how will you use what the author says in your argument? 
d. does the author’s argument belong to any school of thought eg Marxism, feminism?  

 
One criticism from examiners is that students have not made an argument in their essay. This could 
be due to the fact that they do not properly understand the main points of the text.  Evaluate and be 
critical of the arguments presented in the text:          

a. what are they?  List them in a bullet point format 
b. are they consistent or contradictory? 
c. are they relevant (even if you don’t agree with them)? 
d. is there bias (political, religious, ideological, gender etc.)? 
e. are the underlying assumptions valid? 
f. are conclusions supported by evidence eg statistics 

 
An argument in an academic essay does not mean you have to support or reject something.  It 
means you provide “a logical, structured and evidenced response to an issue or question”.  
 
Your personal opinion is not required in an essay.  However, you are expected to give your 
opinion/evaluation on an argument or issue, provided you have arrived at this opinion as a result of 
your research and critical reading.  It should be supported by evidence.  
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