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 As you work with sources, you’ll read critically, evaluate sources, 

take notes, work with information and ideas, manage the sources 

you collect, and guard against unintentional plagiarism. The next 

six chapters lead you through the process of engaging with the 

information, ideas, and arguments you will encounter as you work on 

your research writing project.   
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Part II
Working with Sources

    4 
 Reading Critically 
and Actively   

       Key Questions  
      4a.   How can I read sources critically?      58  

    Read with an attitude   
   Distinguish between critical reading and evaluating   
   Approach a source with your writing situation in mind   
   Read promising sources more than once   
   Develop a position on your research question    

       4b.   What strategies can I use to read actively?      62  
    Skim for organization and content   
   Mark and annotate sources   
   Take notes    

       4c.   What should I pay attention to as I read?      69  
    Identify the genre   
   Note illustrations   
   Identify primary and secondary sources   
   Identify main points   
   Identify reasons and evidence   
   Identify new and hard- to- understand information   
   Identify similarities and differences   
   Identify interpretive frameworks        

 As you’ve explored your topic, you’ve almost certainly read — or perhaps 
skimmed — several sources. As you focus your attention on a particular issue, 
you’ll begin to read more carefully, both to learn more about the issue and to 
understand how you might position your contribution to the issue in light of 
what others have written. In this chapter, you’ll learn how to read sources criti-
cally and actively. 
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      4a   
   How can I read sources critically?   
 Reading critically means reading with an attitude. It also means reading with 
your writing situation and research question in mind. Unlike evaluation, which 
focuses on the suitability of a source for your argument, critical reading is a flex-
ible process that will differ at various points in your research writing process. 
Critical reading helps you recognize the points of disagreement, uncertainty, 
concern, or curiosity that are under discussion in a written conversation. It also 
helps you decide how to respond to that discussion. 

   Read with an Attitude  
 Reading critically involves drawing on your natural curiosity and sometimes on 
a sense of skepticism to think critically about the information, ideas, and argu-
ments you encounter in your sources. Your attitude will almost certainly change 
during your research writing process. As you begin to read your sources critically, 
you’ll most likely be curious. You’ll note new information and mark key passages 
that provide you with insights into the conversation you’re joining. As you learn 
more about your issue and begin to determine whether sources are a good fit 
for your project, you’ll adopt a more questioning attitude. Later, after you begin 
to draw conclusions about the conversation, you might take on an increasingly 
skeptical attitude, becoming more aggressive in challenging arguments made in 
sources than you were at first. (Read more about critical thinking on  p. 12 .) 

 Regardless of where you are in your research writing process, you should 
always adopt a critical attitude. Accept nothing at face value; ask questions; look 
for similarities and differences among the sources you read; examine the impli-
cations of what you read for your research project; be on the alert for unusual 
information; and note relevant sources and information. Most important, be 
open to ideas and arguments, even if you don’t agree with them. Give them 
a chance to affect how you think about the conversation you’ve decided to join.  

   Distinguish between Critical Reading and Evaluating  
 At first glance, reading critically might seem to be the same as evaluating, which 
is discussed in detail in the next chapter. Although the two processes are related, 
they’re not identical. Critically reading a source — questioning what it says and 
thinking critically about what it means — focuses your attention on making sense of 
the source. It involves thinking critically about the role a source is playing in the con-
versation about your issue and the role it might play in your document. In contrast, 
evaluation focuses your attention on determining how credibly and reliably a source 
presents its information and how well it meets your needs as a research writer.  

   Approach a Source with Your Writing Situation 
in Mind   
 One way to get into the habit of reading critically is to approach a source with 
your writing situation in mind (see  Table 4.1 ). As you read, remember that you 

 4a   

WHAT’S MY PURPOSE?
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TABLE 4.1 READ A SOURCE WITH YOUR WRITING SITUATION IN MIND
Reflect on . . . By asking . . .

Your Research 
Question and Position 
Statement

Are the information, ideas, and arguments in this  
source relevant to my research question and position 
statement?

Does it provide useful information, ideas, or arguments?

Does this source present information, ideas, and 
arguments that make me reconsider my research question 
or position statement?

Does it offer a new perspective on the issue?

Your Purpose 
and Role

Will the information in the source help me accomplish 
my purpose? Can I use the information in this source 
as support for points I want to make? Can I use it to 
illustrate ideas that differ from mine?

Is the information in this source more useful for my 
purpose than what I’ve found in other sources?

Does the source provide a good model of a convincing 
argument or an effective presentation of information? Can 
I learn anything from the presentation of the points and 
evidence in this source?

Your Readers Would my readers want to know about the information, 
ideas, and arguments found in this source?

Would my readers find the source’s information convincing 
or compelling?

Would my readers benefit from a review of the argument 
and evidence presented in this source?

How will my readers react to the argument and evidence 
presented in this source?

Genre What type of evidence is usually provided in this type of 
document?

How are documents of this type typically organized? Can I 
find examples of effective organizational strategies in the 
sources I read?

Design Does this source provide a useful model for designing my 
document?

Will I be expected to provide charts, graphics, 
photographs, or other types of illustrations? If so, can 
I learn anything from how illustrations are used in the 
source?

Does this source help me understand how I might address 
the context in which my document will be read?

Requirements and 
Limitations

If I find useful information in a source, will I be able 
to follow up on it with additional research? Will I have 
enough time to follow up on that information?

How much information can I include in my document? 
Will my readers be looking for an overview or a detailed 
report?
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are working on your research writing project to make a contribution, to shape 
your readers’ thinking about your issue. Don’t hesitate to question the authors 
who have written before you. You should respect their work, but you shouldn’t 
assume that their conclusions are the last word. Be prepared to challenge their 
ideas and arguments. If you don’t do this, you’ll simply repeat the ideas of others 
instead of advancing your own.

Read Promising Sources More Than Once
As you work through your sources, you’ll find that some are worth reading more 
carefully than others. When a source offers what appears to be good informa-
tion, ideas, or arguments, spend additional time marking and annotating rel-
evant passages in the text and taking notes. Identify passages that are either 
particularly promising or difficult to understand and return to them later in 
your project.

Develop a Position on Your Research  
Question 
Your research question focuses your attention on your issue and directs you to 
specific sources as you collect information. Your research question also provides 
the basis for developing a position on your issue, which you can also use to guide 
your critical reading.

The position you develop on your issue serves as an answer to your research 
question. At this point in your research writing process, your position is likely to 
be tentative and incomplete. As you learn more about your issue by reading crit-
ically and reflecting on what you’ve learned, you’ll develop and refine your posi-
tion. You might even change your position entirely. Eventually, your position will 
serve as a foundation for your thesis statement — a formal statement of the main 
point you want to make about your issue (see Chapter 12). Figure 4.1 shows the 
progression from research question to position statement to thesis statement in 
the context of the research writing process.

As a response to your research question, your position can help you decide 
whether you agree or disagree with an author — and, thus, whether you want to 
align yourself with the author’s position on the issue. It will also help you judge 
whether the evidence provided in a source might be of use to you as you develop 
your argument — either to support your own argument or to illustrate an alter-
native approach to the issue.

To develop a statement about your position on your issue, brainstorm or 
freewrite in response to your research question. After reviewing your response, 
draft a brief statement of your position and use this to guide your critical 
reading.

Featured Writer Alexis Alvarez’s Research Question

What should be done about steroid use by adolescent girls involved in competitive 
sports?
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Alexis Alvarez’s Response to Her Research Question

The typical response to steroid use in sports, such as the Olympics or professional 
football, seems to be some sort of punishment — losing a medal or being banned 
from competition for a period of time. But will this work with kids — especially 
kids who don’t seem to have the same level of maturity as older athletes? And 
what about parents who encourage kids — and most likely provide the funds — to 
use steroids to get ahead (parents with college scholarship dollars in their eyes, 
no doubt)? So . . . maybe punishment isn’t the answer — or at least it’s only part 
of the answer. It seems from my reading so far that most kids don’t understand 
the negative consequences of using steroids. They only see the potential benefits 
(making a team, performing at a higher level, getting famous, getting a scholarship, 
etc.). And parents might not understand those consequences as well. And then 
some coaches might even get into the act, “helping” kids compete at a higher level, 
and getting the wins they “need.” If kids don’t understand the consequences, then 
education might be useful. And most kids don’t like to cheat, so maybe part of the 
answer is putting more of an emphasis on fair play. And you need to get parents and 
coaches into some sort of solution, too.

Alexis Alvarez’s Initial Position Statement

Steroid use by adolescent girls involved in competitive sports might be addressed 
by educating athletes, parents, and coaches about health consequences and 
emphasizing fair play.

This position statement is too vague to use as a thesis statement, but it would 
serve as an effective guide for reading sources critically. If Alexis had read a source 
that argued for a solution to the problem of steroid use by young athletes, for 
example, her position statement would provide a basis for asking whether the 
solution is consistent with those offered in other sources or whether it is based 
on a different set of assumptions.

Table 4.2 presents the movement from research question to position 
statement in the featured writers’ projects. Note how each position statement 
attempts to answer the writer’s research question. This marks a significant step 

FIGURE 4.1 Moving from a Research Question to a Position Statement  
to a Thesis Statement

RESEARCH 
QUESTION

A brief question 
that directs your 
efforts to collect, 
critically read, and 
evaluate your 
sources. 

 POSITION 
STATEMENT

Your current 
answer to your 
research question. 

 THESIS 
STATEMENT

Your statement of 
your main point.

Getting 
Started 

Collecting Information 

Working with Sources 

Writing Your 
Document 

Documenting
Sources 
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for the featured writers in their research writing projects: a shift from learning 
about the conversations they had decided to join to starting to develop their 
contributions to those conversations.       

      4b   
   What strategies can I use to read actively?   
 After you have thought about your writing situation, drafted your position state-
ment, and decided what to focus on, you’ll be ready to start reading actively. 
Reading actively means interacting with sources and considering them in light 
of the conversation you’ve decided to join. When you read actively, you might do 
one or more of the following. 

 ●    Identify key information, ideas, and arguments by skimming and marking.  
 ●   Write questions in the margins.  
 ●   Jot down reactions to information, ideas, and arguments.  
 ●   Record quotations, paraphrases, and summaries in the form of notes.  
 ●   Take notes about how you might use information, ideas, and arguments in 

your project document.  
 ●   Link one part of the source to another visually.  
 ●   Identify important passages for later rereading.   

 As you read sources, use three active- reading strategies: skimming, marking 
and annotating, and taking notes. 

   Skim for Organization and Content  
 Before investing too much time in a source, skim it. Skimming — reading just 
enough to get a general idea of what a source is about — helps you understand 
how a source is organized, which can help you more quickly assess its usefulness 

 4b   

  My Research Project 
 Draft a Position Statement  
 In your research log, complete the following activity to draft your position statement. 

   1.   Write your current research question.  

  2.   Brainstorm or freewrite in response to your research question.  

  3.   Select the response that best reflects your current understanding of the 
conversation you have decided to join. If appropriate, combine responses 
into one position statement.  

  4.   Write your position statement.   
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TABLE 4.2 THE FEATURED WRITERS’ POSITION STATEMENTS
Featured Writer Research Question Position Statement

Alexis Alvarez What should be done 
about steroid use by 
adolescent girls involved 
in competitive sports?

Steroid use by adolescent 
girls involved in competitive 
sports should be addressed 
by educating athletes, 
parents, and coaches about 
health consequences and 
emphasizing fair play.

Nicollette Brady What do individuals need 
to know to develop an 
informed understanding of 
the critical role played by 
beavers in North American 
watersheds?

Beavers have both adapted 
to and changed their 
environment for the better.

Elizabeth Leontiev What was done to reduce 
the economic impact of 
the war on drugs on South 
American coca farmers?

Efforts were made by South 
American governments to 
adopt the “zero cocaine, not 
zero coca” policy.

Thai Luong To what extent — and how 
successfully — does Tita 
resist the role defined for 
her at the dinner table?

While other critics have 
argued that Tita gains 
power through her work 
in the kitchen, they have 
overlooked her lack of power 
at the dinner table.

Lauren Mack Why are coral reefs 
important, and what can 
be done to protect them 
from destruction?

Preserving the many benefits 
of coral reefs — which range 
from recreational uses, sea 
life habitats, and potential 
medical benefits from the 
species who live in and 
around them — can be 
accomplished by working to 
reduce pollution and stop 
climate change.

Mya Nunnally How have women changed 
as members of the 
workforce over time in 
America?

Because the mainstream 
movements for “women’s 
liberation” have aimed to 
work within the system 
instead of changing such 
a structure, white middle- 
class women have morphed 
into the genderless worker 
figures they now are.

Josh Woelfle What makes new cancer 
treatments potentially 
superior to traditional 
treatments such as 
chemotherapy and 
radiation?

In combination with efforts 
to address multidrug- 
resistant strains of cancer, 
enzyme inhibitor- based drugs 
can combat the disease with 
far fewer and far less serious 
side effects.
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and relevance. If the source uses a familiar organizational pattern, you’ll find it 
easier to locate key information.

To skim most genres (print and digital), use the strategies shown in 
 Figure 4.2. If you are skimming a longer document, such as a book or report, 
consider these additional strategies.

 ● Check the table of contents , if one is provided. It will give you a useful 
overview of the document’s content and organization.

 ● Check the index , if one is provided, to learn more about the content of the 
document.

 ● Check the glossary , if one is provided. The terms that are defined can 
provide clues about the focus of the document.

FIGURE 4.2 Skimming a Document [Courtesy of North American Lake Management Society (NALMS)]

Check the title for 
clues about content.

Skim opening paragraphs 
for the purpose and scope 
of the document.

Check headings and  
subheadings to learn more 
about the content and 
organization.

Skim captions of photos and figures, which often  
highlight important information, ideas, and arguments.

Read the first and last sentences of 
paragraphs to find key information.
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 ● Check the works cited list , if one is provided, to learn about the types of 
evidence used in the document.

 ● Check for pull quotes (quotations or brief passages pulled out of the text 
and set in larger type elsewhere on the page), which often call attention to 
important information, ideas, and arguments in a document.

 ● Check for information about the author to learn more about the author’s 
background, interests, and purposes for writing the document.

FIGURE 4.3 Skimming a Web Page [NOAA.gov]

Scan for boldface,  
colored, or italic text.  
Important information is  
often highlighted in some  
way on the page.

Check the URL to learn about the 
purpose of a web page. Look for 
cues such as .edu for education, 
.gov for government, and .com for 
commercial and business sites.

Check the page title  
in the tab or title bar  
of the browser for  
the purpose and  
content of the page.

Read the 
title.

Skim captions of photos, 
videos, and figures, which often 
highlight important information, 
ideas, and arguments.

Read the 
navigation 
headers 
and menus 
to learn 
about the 
content and 
organization 
of the site.

Read the first and 
last sentences of 
paragraphs to find 
key information.

Check for information about the author to 
learn more about the author’s background, 
interests, and purposes for writing the 
document.

Check the 
works cited 
list, if one is 
provided, to 
learn about 
the types 
of evidence 
used in the 
document.

Check for pull 
quotes (quotations 
or brief passages 
pulled out of the 
text and set in larger 
type elsewhere on 
the page), which 
often call attention 
to important 
information, ideas, 
and arguments in a 
document.

Check for links to 
other sites to learn 
more about the issue.
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Mark and Annotate Sources
As you read, mark key passages by highlighting or underlining, and make anno-
tations to remind yourself of the importance or potential uses of the informa-
tion, ideas, and arguments in the passage.

 ● Mark important passages with highlighting or underlining so that you’ll be 
able to locate key passages easily later in your writing process. You can also 
attach note cards, sticky notes, or flags to printed pages.

 ● Annotate passages by briefly recording, in the margins or in digital 
comments, your initial reactions to a source.
Many writers use annotations in combination with marking. If you have 

highlighted a passage with which you disagree, as might happen when you 
read a source with your position in mind, you can write a brief note about why 
you disagree with the passage (annotating). You might make note of another 
source you’ve read that could support your argument, or you might write a 
reminder about the need to look for information that will help you argue 
against the passage.

FIGURE 4.4 Marking and Annotating Sources with Your Argument in Mind

Key point: 
differences are 
measured using 
wages

Useful 
quotation?

Get the source 
cited in the 
footnote

Use to define 
how economists 
look at wage 
differences
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Take Notes
Notes provide a compact, easy- to- review record of the most important informa-
tion, ideas, and arguments you’ve found in your sources. Notes can help you keep 
track of your ideas about significant patterns you’ve seen in your sources, such as 
similarities and differences, repeated ideas and arguments, and frequently cited 
information. Notes can also help you keep track of your thoughts about planning 
your document. Equally important, careful note taking helps you avoid plagia-
rism. For these reasons, note taking is one of the most important research writ-
ing skills you can draw on as you work on your research writing project.

Notes can include direct quotations, paraphrases, and summaries, as well as 
your thoughts about your sources as a group and your plans for your document. 
You can read more about taking notes in Chapter 6. You can read about avoiding 
plagiarism in Chapter 9.

Annie Lowrey, “Review of ‘Who Cooked Adam Smith’s Dinner?’ by Katrine  
Marçal.” New York Times, June 10, 2016. https://www.nytimes.com 
/2016/06/12/books/review/who- cooked- adam- smiths- dinner- by 
-katrine- marcal.html.

Lowrey argues that Marçal fails to recognize the progress women have  
made recently.

“More broadly, and despite its clearly feminist intentions, the book  
doesn’t give women enough credit. It waves away the tremendous  
progress that women have made in the workplace and in the world of  
late, even with Homo economicus crashing markets and conspiring  
against them” (par. 7).

Lowrey is a contributing editor at New York Magazine and a former business 
reporter for The Times.

Source 
information

URL

Paraphrase, 
written in 
student’s own 
words

Direct quotation 
from the source 
clearly marked 
with quotation 
marks

Information 
about the 
reviewer

FIGURE 4.5 Notes on a Source

CHECKLIST FOR ACTIVE READING

To read actively, follow these guidelines.

Skim sources to identify key information, ideas, and arguments.

Highlight, underline, add arrows, or draw circles around important  
passages.

Write questions, jot down reactions, and add reminders in the margins  
or in digital comments.

Take notes.
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TUTORIAL

How can I read actively?
Marking and annotating allow you to identify key information, ideas, and argu-
ments; record your reactions to a source; question the source; connect the 
source to other sources; and note how you might use information, ideas, and 
arguments.

In this example, featured writer Josh Woelfle marks and annotates a fact 
sheet from the National Cancer Institute’s website. Later, he will use information 
from the fact sheet to shape his argument about the advantages of promising 
alternative treatments for cancer.

1 Identify key  
information, ideas,  
and arguments.

2 Write questions  
in the margins.

3 Record your  
reactions to infor-
mation, ideas, and 
arguments in the 
margins.

4 Note how you 
might use informa-
tion, ideas, and  
arguments in your 
project document.

5 Link parts of  
the text visually.

6 Identify import-
ant passages for 
later rereading.

[National Cancer Institute]
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      4c   
   What should I pay attention to as I read?   
 Different research writing projects will require you to pay attention to differ-
ent things as you read. In general, however, you should pay attention to the 
following: 

 ●    the type of source — or genre — you are reading  
 ●   illustrations  
 ●   whether the source is a primary or secondary source  
 ●   the author’s main point  
 ●   reasons and evidence offered to support the main point  
 ●   new information (information you haven’t read before)  
 ●   ideas and information that you find difficult to understand  
 ●   ideas and information that are similar to or different from those you have 

found in other sources  
 ●   any analytical or interpretive approaches used by the author   

 Noting these aspects of a source as you read critically will help you better under-
stand the source, its role in the conversation you’ve decided to join, and how you 
might use it in your document. 

   Identify the Genre  
 One of the most important things to pay attention to as you read is the 
type of source — or genre — you are reading. Recognizing the type of source 
you are reading will help you create a context for understanding and ques-
tioning the information, ideas, and arguments presented in the source. If a 
source is an opinion column rather than an informative article, for example, 
you’ll be less likely to be taken in by a questionable use of logic or analy-
sis. If an article comes from a peer- reviewed scholarly journal, you’ll know 
that it ’s been judged by experts in the field as well  founded and worthy of 
publication.  

   Note Illustrations  
 Illustrations — such as photographs and other images, charts, graphs, tables, 
animations, audio clips, and video clips — are typically used to demonstrate or 
emphasize a point, clarify or simplify the presentation of a complex concept, or 
increase the visual appeal of a document. Illustrations can also serve as a form 
of argument by presenting a surprising or even shocking set of statistics or set-
ting an emotional tone. As you read, be aware of the types of illustrations and 

 4c   
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the effects they produce. The types of illustrations you are likely to encounter 
include the following.

 ● Photographs and images , such as drawings, paintings, and sketches, are 
frequently used to set a mood, emphasize a point, or demonstrate a point 
more fully than is possible with text alone.

 ● Charts and graphs provide a visual representation of information. They are 
typically used to present numerical information more succinctly than is 
possible with text alone or to present complex information in a compact 
and more accessible form.

 ● Tables provide categorical lists of information. Like charts and graphs, they 
are typically used to make a point succinctly. Tables are frequently used to 
illustrate contrasts among groups, relationships among variables (such as 
income, educational attainment, and voting preferences), or change over 
time (such as growth in population during the past century).

 ● Digital illustrations are found in sources such as PowerPoint presentations, 
web pages, and word processing documents. Illustrations such as audio 
clips, videos, and animations differ from photographs and other images, 
charts, graphs, and tables in that they don’t just appear on the page — they 
do things.

You can read more about the uses of illustrations in Chapter 16.

Identify Primary and Secondary Sources
Primary sources are either original works or evidence provided directly by an 
observer of an event. Primary sources include:

 ● poems, short stories, novels, musical recordings, paintings, and other works 
of art or literature

 ● diaries, journals, memoirs, and autobiographies
 ● interviews, speeches, government and business records, and letters
 ● drawings, photographs, films, or video and audio recordings of an event
 ● physical artifacts, such as a weapon used in a crime

Secondary sources comment on or interpret an event, often using primary 
sources as evidence (see Table 4.3).

As a research writer, your goal is to develop your own ideas about an issue 
so that you can create an original, well- supported contribution to the conversa-
tion you’ve decided to join. If you rely entirely or mostly on secondary sources, 
you’ll be viewing the issue through the eyes of other researchers. Be sure to ask 
yourself, when you read a secondary source, what factors might have affected the 
author’s argument, presentation, or analysis.
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Identify Main Points
Most sources, whether they are informative or argumentative, make a main point 
that you should pay attention to as you read critically. For example:

 ● an editorial in a local newspaper urges voters to approve financing of a new 
school

 ● an article reports a new advance in battery technology for electric cars
 ● a web page provides information about the benefits of a new technique for 

treating a sports injury

Usually, but not always, the main point will be expressed in the form of a thesis 
statement (p. 193). As you read critically, make sure you understand what the 
author of the source wants readers to know, accept, believe, or do as a result of 
reading the document.

Identify Reasons and Evidence
After you’ve identified the main point, look for the reasons given to accept it. If 
an author is arguing, for instance, that English should be the only language used 
for official government business in the United States, that author might offer 
the following reasons in support of the argument.

The use of multiple languages erodes patriotism.
The use of multiple languages keeps people apart — if they can’t talk to one 
another, they won’t learn to respect one another.
The use of multiple languages in government business costs taxpayers 
money because so many alternative forms need to be created.

Reasons can take a wide range of forms and are often presented in ways that 
appeal to emotions, logic, principles, values, or beliefs (p. 209). As persuasive 

TABLE 4.3 EXAMPLES OF PRIMARY AND SECONDARY SOURCES
Primary Sources Secondary Sources

A play by William Shakespeare An article that presents an analysis of 
the play

A transcript of the statement made  
by President George W. Bush on  
September 11, 2001

A recording of an interview in which a 
historian discusses the significance of 
the statement

A report of a laboratory study  
concerning the benefits of strength 
training for women with osteoporosis

A website that presents a review of 
recent research about prevention and 
treatment of osteoporosis

05_palmtbr7e_24507_ch04_055_077.indd   71 17/04/20   1:22 PM

COPYRIGHT (C) MACMILLAN LEARNING. NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION



72 CHAPTER 4 • Reading Critically and Actively
II 

Wo
rk

in
g 

wi
th

 S
ou

rce
s

as these reasons might seem, they are only as good as the evidence offered to 
support them. In some cases, evidence is offered in the form of statements 
from experts on a subject or people in positions of authority. In other cases, 
evidence might include personal experience. In still other cases, evidence 
might include firsthand observations, excerpts from an interview, or statisti-
cal data.

When you find empirical evidence used in a source, consider where the 
evidence comes from and how it is being used. If the information appears 
to be presented fairly, ask whether you might be able to use it to support 
your own ideas, and then try to verify its accuracy by consulting additional 
sources.

Identify New and Hard- to- Understand Information
When you encounter new or hard- to- understand information, mark it and 
make an annotation reminding yourself to check it out later. It can be use-
ful to record new information in your research log in the form of a list 
or as a series of brief descriptions of what you’ve learned and where you 
learned it.

When you encounter information that’s hard to understand, don’t ignore 
it. If you skip over this information, you might miss something that is critical 
to the success of your research project. Instead, come back to it later. Some-
times you’ll learn enough from your reading of other sources that the passage 
won’t seem as difficult. And sometimes you’ll still be faced with a passage that’s 

WORKING TOGETHER

Follow the Writer’s Argument
Working with a group of classmates, identify the main point, reasons, and  
evidence in Elias Gavilan’s article “Why the Military Is Losing the Battle for  
the Best, Brightest Cybersecurity Talent” (available at www.heritage.org 
/cybersecurity/commentary/why- the- military- losing- the- battle- the- best- brightest 
- cybersecurity- talent).

1 List the main point at the top of your page. Determine what the writer is 
asking you to know, believe, or do.

2 Briefly list each reason to accept the main point in the order in which it 
appears in the source. You might want to brainstorm these lists individually 
based on your reading of the article and then share your ideas to create the 
group’s list.

3 Once you’ve agreed on the reasons, work together to identify the most 
important evidence used to support each reason.
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impossible to figure out on your own. In this case, turn to other resources or 
someone else for advice.

Search a database, library catalog, or the web using words you didn’t 
understand in the source.
Ask your instructor or a librarian for help.
Ask a question about the passage on a newsgroup or electronic mailing list.
Interview an expert in the area.

Identify Similarities and Differences
You can learn a lot by looking for similarities and differences among the sources 
you read. For example, you might identify a group of authors who take a similar 
approach to an issue, such as favoring increased government support for research 
on alternative forms of cancer treatment. You could then contrast this group 
with other groups of authors, such as those who argue that we should focus 
on improving conventional treatments and those who believe that government 
funding would be better spent on seeking cures for cancer. Similarly, you can 
make note of information in one source that agrees or disagrees with informa-
tion in another. These notes can help you build your own argument and identify 
information that will allow you (and potentially your readers) to better under-
stand the issue.

Identify Interpretive Frameworks
Writers frequently analyze and interpret the evidence they’ve presented. As you 
read a source, keep in mind that any analysis or interpretation, no matter how 
well grounded in evidence, is subject to the writer’s purpose, interests, values, 
beliefs, and experiences. Try to understand what sort of interpretive framework 
is being used to analyze and make claims about the evidence the writer presents 
in the document. In other words, think critically about how well the writer has 
analyzed and interpreted the evidence in a source.

An interpretive framework is a set of strategies for identifying patterns. 
Typically, these frameworks have been used successfully and refined over time by 
writers interested in a given subject area or working in a particular field. Writers 
can choose from hundreds (perhaps thousands) of specialized frameworks used 
in disciplines across the arts, sciences, social sciences, humanities, engineering, 
and business. A historian, for example, might apply a feminist or cultural anal-
ysis to interpret diaries written by women who worked in defense plants during 
World War II. As you read sources, pay particular attention to writers who use 
five broad interpretive frameworks: trend analysis, causal analysis, data analysis, 
text analysis, and rhetorical analysis.

Trend Analysis Trends are patterns that hold up over time. Trend analy-
sis, as a result, focuses on sequences of events and the relationships among 
them. It is based on the assumption that understanding what has happened 
in the past will allow us to make sense of what is happening in the present 
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and to draw inferences about what is likely to happen in the future. Econo-
mists interested in the effects of fuel pricing fluctuations, for example, often 
turn to historical accounts of fuel crises in the 1970s to understand poten-
tial impacts.

As you read sources that use trend analysis, keep in mind that writers who 
use this form of analysis typically present historical information (sometimes in 
the form of statistics), argue that a trend exists, and then draw conclusions based 
on the existence of that trend. As you read sources using this form of analysis, 
ask whether sufficient evidence exists to establish a trend, whether appropriate 
evidence has been used, and whether alternative conclusions might be drawn 
from the same evidence.

Causal Analysis Causal analysis focuses on the factors that bring about a par-
ticular situation, such as the Great Recession of 2008, the rise of terrorist groups, 
or the impact of calorie restriction on longevity. Writers use causal analysis when 
they believe that understanding the underlying reasons for a situation will help 
people address the situation, influence the likelihood of it happening again, or 
appreciate its potential consequences.

As you read sources that use causal analysis, ask whether the writer has 
identified multiple causes (since most effects are the result of more than a single 
cause), whether the writer has identified important causes (since some causes are 
far more important than others), and whether the writer has confused correla-
tion with causation. Correlation is the observation that two things are related. 
It’s been shown, for example, that people who own large, expensive homes often 
drive luxury cars. Most people would agree, however, that it would be foolish 
to think that the best way to get a nice new home is to buy an expensive car. 
Instead, they’d point out that there are other factors — such as a high income 
combined with a desire to live in a nice home and drive an expensive car — that 
are the likely causes.

Data Analysis Data can include a wide range of evidence, including facts, 
observations, survey responses, statistics, and other forms of numerical informa-
tion, such as measurements or test scores. Writers frequently use data to make 
claims about an issue.

Data analysis is something most people do on a regular basis. If you’ve 
looked at the percentage of people who favor one particular political candidate 
over another, for example, you’ve engaged in data analysis. Similarly, if you’ve 
checked your bank account to determine whether you have enough money for 
a new coat, you’ve carried out a form of data analysis. Writers typically analyze 
numerical information to help readers better understand an issue, to look for 
differences, and to explore relationships.

As you read sources that use this form of analysis, ask whether the writer 
has presented sufficient evidence to support the analysis and whether the rea-
soning presented is rigorous and fair. For example, if someone is arguing that 
a recent survey provides enough evidence for the adoption of a new policy, ask 
how many people were surveyed and whether they represent a broad cross- 
section of the population. You should also ask whether the writer has described 
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the statistical methods used to make the claim and, if so, whether the methods 
are appropriate.

Keep in mind as well the common problems that sources relying on data 
analysis can suffer from, such as base- rate fallacies and cherry- picking. An exam-
ple of a base- rate fallacy would be a claim that drinking a particular drink, such 
as coffee, can double your risk of developing cancer. If the initial risk was one in 
ten million, this means that the new risk is two in ten million — far less than the 
chance of getting in an accident as you drive to the coffee shop. Cherry-picking 
involves selecting only those findings that support a writer’s conclusions, rather 
than reporting all of the relevant findings.

Text Analysis Today, the word text can refer to a wide range of printed, digi-
tal, or physical works. Texts open to interpretation include novels, poems, plays, 
essays, articles, movies, speeches, blogs, songs, paintings, photographs, sculptures, 
performances, web pages, videos, television shows, and computer games.

Many writers use the elements of literary analysis to analyze texts. In this 
form of analysis, interpreters focus on theme, plot, setting, characterization, 
imagery, style, and structure as well as the contexts — social, cultural, political, 
and historical — that shape a work. Writers who use this form of analysis focus 
both on what is actually presented in the text and what is implied or conveyed 
“between the lines.” They rely heavily on close reading of the text to discern 
meaning, critique a writer’s technique, and search for patterns that will help 
them understand the text as fully as possible. They also tend to consider and 
include in their analysis other elements of the wider writing situation in which 
the text was produced — in particular, the creator’s purpose, intended audience, 
use of sources, and choice of genre.

As you read sources that use text analysis, ask whether the claims made 
about the text are supported by evidence drawn from the text itself. Be wary 
of situations in which the writer simply uses the text as a point of depar-
ture, rather than offering evidence in the form of quotations, paraphrases, 
and summaries. Ask as well whether the writer is considering the text in its 
entirety.

Rhetorical Analysis In much the same way that writers assess the writ-
ing situations that shape work on their documents, they can use rhetori-
cal analysis to contribute to a conversation. In response to the argument in 
a particular document (written, visual, or some other form), for example, a 
writer might use rhetorical analysis to explain the origins or purposes of the 
argument.

As you read sources that use rhetorical analysis, focus on how the vari-
ous aspects of the rhetorical situation — writers’ purposes and roles,  readers 
/audience, sources, and contexts — contribute to the argument used in a doc-
ument. Determine as well whether the analysis focuses on argument. Many 
sources that employ rhetorical analysis address the structure of an argument 
(p. 214), focusing on the writer’s use of appeals — such as appeals to logic, 
emotion, character, and so on (p. 208) — and the quality of the evidence 
that was provided. Similarly, sources that use rhetorical analysis sometimes 
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CHECKLIST FOR CRITICAL READING

To read critically, pay attention to the following aspects of a source.

Identify the genre.

Note useful illustrations.

Note whether the document is a primary or secondary source.

Identify the main point.

Identify reasons and evidence.

Identify new and hard- to- understand information.

Compare the source with the other sources you’ve read.

If analysis is used, identify the type of interpretive framework that is used.

My Research Project
Note Connections among Sources
In your research log, identify connections among your sources.

1. Do your sources tend to fall into one or more genres, such as scholarly articles, 
books, blog entries, or web pages? If so, identify the most common genres.

2. Do your sources tend to be primary or secondary sources or a mix of the two 
types? Why do you think you’re seeing this pattern?

3. Do the authors of your sources tend to agree with one another? Disagree? 
Fall into various groups? Describe the pattern you see.

4. Does the information in one or more sources contradict information in other 
sources? If so, where are you seeing the contradiction and what do you think 
is causing it?

5. Do authors tend to rely on similar arguments and evidence? If so, describe 
the arguments and evidence.

6. Are any sources cited frequently by the authors of your sources? If so, 
identify the source.

7. What interpretive frameworks are found in your sources? Are any of them 
used in more than one source? If so, why do you think the authors are 
relying on this framework or these frameworks?

criticize an argument by exposing its use of logical fallacies (p. 212). In gen-
eral, when argument is a key part of a rhetorical analysis, the writer will 
typically connect the analysis to one or more of the major elements of the 
rhetorical situation.
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QUICK REFERENCE

Reading Critically and Actively
Read with an attitude, keeping in mind the following: your research question 
and position statement; your purpose; your readers’ needs, interests, 
knowledge, experiences, values, and beliefs; the type of document you will 
write and the context in which it will be read; and your requirements and 
limitations. (p. 58)

Read promising sources multiple times, first skimming, then reading actively, 
then rereading important passages. (p. 60)

Draft a position statement. (p. 60)

Mark, annotate, and take notes on your sources. (p. 66)

Identify the genre of a source, useful illustrations, primary and secondary 
sources, main points, reasons and evidence, interpretive frameworks, new 
and hard- to- understand information, and similarities and differences among 
sources. (p. 68)
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