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Reading Primary Sources

For sake of discussion, consider two types of texts used for graduate education:  textbooks and primary sources. Textbooks synthesize and fashion disciplinary knowledge into classroom-ready form, often combining it with tasks, assignments, and other instructional devices. Primary sources are raw representations of disciplinary knowledge, including journal articles, research reports, edited volumes, and books.

The use of primary sources in graduate classes can be exciting and authentic. It creates opportunities for graduate students, themselves, to engage and to grapple with the essential knowledge of the discipline. At the same time, it creates real challenges for graduate students. The material is generally difficult, messy, and divergent, for the simple reason that disciplinary knowledge is often difficult, messy, and divergent. Learning from (and with) primary sources requires that students learn the art and craft of scholarship:  of study; of studenting; of engaging, grappling with, and making sense of essential, raw knowledge. Graduate students must learn to do such things quickly and efficiently in order to manage steep reading loads, and in ways that accumulate into broad, deep, synthetic understandings of the discipline.

What follows are some tips and techniques that I use in tackling primary sources. These are not tips and techniques that I mastered before beginning my graduate work. Rather, they are tips and techniques that I developed, practiced, and refined over the course of my graduate work, and that I continue to develop, practice, and refine. I didn't invent these tips and techniques. Rather, they were taught to me by demanding and patient professors who recognize scholarship as an essential but often-tacit set of skills. The usefulness of this set of skills extends beyond graduate school, something that I'm sure you will appreciate as you stare down the inches-thick files, reports, and board packets routinely handed to educational leaders.

As you read these tips and techniques, please understand that I very rarely sit down and read a text cover-to-cover. Rather, my reading is an active process of engaging, locating and deconstructing the text. It is process of making meaning and raising questions. It is a process of creating artifacts that represent my understandings. It is often a process distributed over days or, for the better texts, years. 

Here, I have arranged my different methods into an idealized, four-step process:

1.
Preparing to Reading

2.
Initial Reading.

3.
Detailed Reading.

4.
Preparing for Discussion.

I don't implement this process from Step 1 to Step 4 with every text.  Rather, my application of these tips and techniques varies with individual texts, the time I have to read, the number of other texts that I'm reading, and more.  In fact, I use many of these tips and techniques when selecting specific texts, even before I read them.  The more you read as a graduate student, the more you will develop and refine tips and techniques that enable you to read a wide swath of primary sources, and to understand, question, synthesize, and remember the raw knowledge of the discipline.

1.  Preparing to Read

I actively engage texts in a sort of hand-to-hand struggle. As such, I am always prepared to write as I read -- in a journal, in a notebook, on a computer, somewhere. By writing, reading becomes more than a purely mental exercise for me. It becomes a process of noting, of summarizing, of articulating understandings and misunderstandings. It also becomes a process of creating an artifact that represents my understandings and misunderstandings of the text.

I always carry pens of different colors (black, blue, and red). I sometimes use different colors on successive passes through a single text, to differentiate my comments. I sometimes use different colored pens to set off particularly important points.

If at all possible, I work from a copy. In reading a text, I always note, underline, comment, and question right on the text. I try to keep an original in reserve, in case I ever need a fresh copy for myself or others.

Despite my best intentions, I am unable to reserve a particular time of day for reading. So, I usually drag my reading around with me so that I am always prepared to read.  I've become accustomed to pulling out my reading and going at it whenever and wherever circumstances allow. I've come to trust that my subconscious will make good use of these fragmented efforts. Also, I've become accustomed to light bulbs coming on when I least expect them to, so I always like to have my reading with me so that I can pull it out and make notes.

2.  Initial Reading

When I first pick up a text, I do an initial reading, sizing up the text in the different ways described below. In each case, I note, underline, and record, often writing short summary notes in the margins. With sets of readings (for example, a week's readings in a class), I first do an initial reading for the whole set, to get a sense of possible themes across texts, the relative heft of different texts, my interest in different texts, etc. I have become better at all of these things over time, as my knowledge of the discipline has increased.

I skim the acknowledgements at the beginning of the piece, to understand with whom the author associates professionally. Knowing the different players in the discipline, and knowing what they think and have written, doing this also helps me to locate the piece in the broader literature. Again, this will become more meaningful as your knowledge increases.

I consider the genre and audience. Is it basic research, a review of research, or a theoretical piece?  Is it a journal article, research report, or book chapter? Is it targeted at researchers, policy makers, or educational practitioners? I'm not shooting for anything air-tight with this. Rather, I'm trying to develop my sense of the text, what I can expect to learn from it, and the level/type of peer review.  [Note: Virtually all academic texts are peer reviewed on some level and in different ways. Peer review is the process by which the discipline, itself, validates and manages contributions to its knowledge base.]

I look at the publication date. Remember, all texts are historical. They were created at a particular moment in time, at a particular period of development in the field. I try to imagine what was happening in broader environments at that time (political, economic, social, policy, research). I try to remember the key issues and questions in the field at that time. Lastly, I try to make myself conscious of things that I know that the author couldn't possibly have known, because the knowledge was generated after they wrote their piece.

I always begin by reading both the introduction and the conclusion. Reading the conclusion first (and carefully) is especially important. Conclusions are very revealing and often passionate. One hunch is that this is partly an artifact of the writing process. By the end, most authors are ready to lay it on the line. Another hunch is that this is an artifact of the editorial process. By the end, authors are encouraged to tell the reader what's on their minds, what they make of their own work, and why it is important.  

By reading the introduction and the conclusion, my goal is to begin thinking like the author.  Working from the text, I try to answer the following questions, in the author's words: What is the problem on the mind of the author? Why did the author write this piece? What is the purpose of the piece?  Why is the piece important? Where is the tension and drama in the piece? What does the author reveal about him or herself -- professionally, politically, etc.? Of these, most important is understanding the problem. Most authors are wrestling with a problem that matters, to them and the field.  It is very important to a sense of what the author sees as the problem. 

Using the introduction and conclusion, I also try to identify the concepts: the abstract ideas, the general notions about which the author is writing. Working from the text, in the author's own words, what are the author's chief concepts? How does the author define the concepts?

Using the introduction, I try to identify specific questions that the author poses. In the conclusion, I look for the author's specific efforts to revisit those questions, and his responses to them. 

Using the introduction and the conclusion, I try to frame the author's core assumptions: conditions or qualifiers that the author accepts as givens, either explicitly or implicitly. Working from the text, in the author's own words, what are the "givens" or assumptions? More challenging, looking at the author's own words, what does the author assume or taken for granted?

Again using the introduction and the conclusion, I try to frame the author's core argument: the logical rationale that he or she provides about the problem, using the concepts, in response to the questions. Working from the text, in the author's own words, what is the core argument?  

Again using the introduction, I try to identify the data:  the specific, empirical observations on which the author's argument rests. Working from the text, what are the data?

I skim the bibliography to develop a sense of the literature from which the author draws. I will put dots or check marks next to the pieces that I've read and the names that I know. The more you read, the more fruitful this becomes as a device for locating the piece in the broader literature. [A quick word about "the broader literature": By this, I mean all that has been published in a particular discipline. I imagine the broader literature as a conversation carried out between researchers, scholars, and theorists over the course of years about what matters for the discipline. In this conversation, authors are drawing from each other, responding to each other, challenging each other, and making novel contributions. With each piece, I'm trying to figure out where we are in the conversation, who is talking, to whom they are talking, and why. Another matter is how to identify and draw boundaries around a particular literature.  We can talk about this.]

I read the headings and sub-headings for the entire piece, to develop an understanding of the structure of the piece. I also read the introductions and conclusions to the primary sections. If I expect to do a detailed reading of the text (described below), I will actually use the headings to construct an outline of the piece, including short summaries constructed from the introductions and conclusions.

I review any tables, charts, indented block text, etc. These are raw data that the author is making available to the reader for interpretation. I like to develop my own interpretations of these things before reading what the author thinks of them. I ask myself the following sorts of questions: Why did the author present these data? These data are evidence of what? What do I make of these data?  Again, I will often jot down short answers to these sorts of questions in the margins of the text.

Based on my initial reading, I consider the source (and the arguments, information, and knowledge in it) from a practical perspective. What does the problem under discussion look like in real schools and environments, and for practicing leaders? What do the concepts look like? Thinking historically, what was the primary context in which the argument was advanced (e.g., political, social, research), and do those conditions still hold? If so, what practical use might I make of the problem, concepts, and arguments in contemporary educational contexts? If not, what care must I take in extending the arguments to contemporary educational contexts?

Usually, after doing some combination of the preceding, I stop temporarily, before proceeding to a detailed reading. Again, the reality of my life has me reading in fits and starts. I actually find this useful, as it creates time for my subconscious to do its thing. Also, when reading a set of texts, I will stop at this point and do an initial reading of the complete set before proceeding.

Sometimes, after doing some combination of the preceding, I stop completely. For some texts, that's as far as I go, due to such things as time constraints, interest, perceived quality/usefulness, etc.

3.  Detailed Reading

After doing an initial reading and, then, giving myself time to rest and think, I proceed to a series of more detailed readings. I continue my practice of noting, underlining, summarizing, questioning, and commenting. Again, I have become better at this over time, with practice reading complex texts and with better knowledge of the discipline.

On my first detailed reading, I read the entire text cover-to-cover, quickly, without stopping or getting bogged down (though I do put questions marks where things get murky and exclamation points at the big ideas). I try to experience the text like I would a movie, without hitting "pause" and "rewind". This allows me to experience the text as intended by the author. Better writers will manipulate the reader, establishing tension and drama, taking the reader high and low. I have no real justification for this.  It's just something that I like to do.

After a cover-to-cover reading, I just have at it. With my initial reading to guide me, I grind through each paragraph, making comments and raising questions. I work hard both to understand and to question the author's core arguments, in terms of logic, clarity, etc. For this, I will often use a different colored pen, both to mark up the text and to mark up any notes from my initial reading.  

I always read the footnotes.  Authors use footnotes in different ways. Some of the better ones actually use footnotes to carry on entire sub-analyses or parallel analyses. Others use footnotes to link their arguments to the broader literature. Still others use footnotes to expand upon key points.

I synthesize -- not just mentally, but via commenting on the text.  I note ties to other pieces, by this author and others.

I test myself, though in an admittedly odd way. Again, I imagine the broader literature as a year's long conversation between researchers, scholars, and theorists. I test myself by actually conducting some version of this conversation. I imagine the author in the room, and I imagine the questions that I would ask him or her. I pit one author against another, imaging how they would challenge and/or agree with each other. I imagine speaking in the author's voice, responding to others on his or her behalf. These practices force me to put myself in the mind of the author and to locate the piece in the broader literature.  

4.  Preparing for discussion

Probably the hardest thing is to pull back from initial and detailed reading to prepare for discussion.  After so much work, you will want to say it all or ask it all.  However, rarely will circumstances allow you to do so. Also, do not prepare to impress. Prepare to use your colleagues as resources to improve and challenge your understanding of the text (or group of texts). Prepare to link your understandings and questions to others' as they raise them.

For me, it is often most useful to prepare a single page, with key understandings, comments, and questions. Essential is to also include page number references into the texts and/or my own notes. It is very important to be able to point others to the specific part of the text that evoked an understanding, comment, or question, so that they can read it and make their own, independent assessment.

5.  Final Thoughts

Scholarship of this sort is authentic and exciting and rewarding. It is also very challenging.  For graduate students, reading loads can be staggering. Newness to different disciplines can have graduate students swimming in several seas of uncertainty and confusion, all at the same time.  Tradeoffs are inevitable. Learning to make tradeoffs smartly and responsibly takes time, as does differentiating between essential tradeoffs and being delinquent in one's responsibilities.  

Like all skills, scholarship takes practices -- lots and lots of practice. Take on the challenge. You will quickly get better at reading and smarter about the discipline, at the same time, in interaction.  
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