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Rosenberg (1984), suggests six ways of reading philosophical works.  Although he did not directly address reading other types of texts, there is a parallel with reading empirical research reports from primary sources.  Many of us, as we pick up a volume of a journal and begin reading, are met with complex prose, terms often unfamiliar to us, and logical arguments that are often convoluted and dense.  The process of reading these scholarly works is much like peeling away the layers of an onion to reach the center.  As we progress through the layers, our work becomes more conceptual.  We move from reading what the author wrote to using the author’s work as a catapult for our own ideas, inferences, and conclusions.  

As our approach to reading these scholarly works changes, we realize that it is not necessarily what we read that changes, but rather how we read. Each of these stages is necessary to reach the depths required to evaluate authors’ arguments and use those arguments and conclusions to move our own thinking forward.

Six Stages of Reading Academic Works

The six stages of reading can be divided into two levels—one level reflects finding out what the author said and the second level reflects a more critical and analytical level.

Level I:

The first three stages reflect a relatively low level of reading. They reflect a stance of listening to the author.  At this level, we read to learn from the author—what the author said, the structure of the author’s logic, and how the author related to existing work in the writing. When we read at this level we typically can write uncritical summaries.

1. Reading for conclusions or finding out what the author wrote

a. Recognizing and assembling lists of views, opinions, or interpretations

b. Producing taxonomies or labels

c. Informing us of author’s questions, classifications categories, etc.,

2. Reading for arguments or finding out why the authors concluded as they did

a. Finding structure of authors’ reasoning

b. Recognizing relationships among authors’ conclusions, premises, etc.,

c. Articulating authors’ reasoning (structure & content) for the question, method, analysis, & conclusions

3. Reading in the dialectic or finding out how the authors’ work is grounded in existing work

a. How is the question or problem posed in relation to works cited?

b. How are the conclusions or interpretations related to works cited?

c. How does the author describe potential impacts of the conclusions or interpretations on other work in the field?

Level II:

The second level in the Stages of Reading, reflect a more critical assessment of the author’s writing.  These stages move from a critique of the author’s logic, to an analysis of the author’s work in relationship to existing work of others in the field, and finally to a step outside the author’s work.  This final step leads to constructing our own ideas about that move beyond the authors’ works into our own questions, inferences, or challenges to the author’s conclusions.

4. Assessing the author’s arguments and conclusions

a. Is the logic in each of the author’s arguments valid?

b. Are the premises of each of the author’s arguments sound

c. Are the conclusions of the author plausible

i. Based on author’s logic and premises?

ii. Based on your judgement?

d. How would the author likely respond to your questions & criticism?

e. Are your questions & criticisms nontrivial?

5. Assessing the author’s work within the context of others’ original works from a non-partisan view (or rethinking dialectic)

a. How has the author interpreted others’ works?

b. How has the author criticized others’ works?

c. How has the author added to others’:

i. Questions or problems?

ii. Methodology?

iii. Conclusions?

iv. Interpretations?

d. How has the author redirected the issue relative to others’ work?

6. Moving beyond reading and constructing your own inquiry
a. Extending the author’s ideas

b. Recasting the author’s questions

c. Challenging the author’s conclusions

d. Asking new questions

Reference

Rosenberg, Jay F. (1984). The Practice of Philosophy:  A Handbook for Beginners, 2nd edition.

