
Physics 496 
Introduction to Research

Lecture 7.0: How to Read a Paper



Papers are dense descriptions of 
complicated results

Physical Review Letters has a length limit of 3500 words.
This corresponds to about 4.5 pages, including title, abstract, and 
references.

Try describing the work you have spent the last few years doing in so 
little space!

Other journals have looser rules, but only a few have no length limit at all.

So how do you understand such dense prose?



Start with the abstract

http://dx.doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.110.103001

This is a compact summary of the paper.  Now you know what you’re in for.



Next, read the introduction
This should provide a motivation for the 
work (what the authors are trying to do 
and why) as well as citations to 
relevant previous work.

If you are new to the subject, these 
citations are the key to coming up to 
speed.



Temporarily, skip the bulk of the 
paper

The conclusion will summarize all the 
stuff you skipped. 

Sometimes references to previous 
work appear in the conclusions too 
(citations to follow).

Now you know what they did and 
why.  



Ready?  Clueless?  Confused?
Go back and try reading the details and examining the figures.

If you’re confused, follow the references and learn the background material.

Keep following references, and references within references (maybe you can 
find a review article) and coming back to the paper.

Eventually you’ll get it.



The Moral of the Story is
You can find out what a paper is about from the abstract, intro and 
conclusions.

Don’t expect the paper to be self contained.  Use the references to learn the 
background material.

If you can find a review article, start with that and the references within.


