
How to Read and Critique 
Technical Papers



Why do we read papers?

• Your instructors/advisors ask you to
• You are trying to pick up some cool new 

techniques not available in textbooks
• You are surveying an area of research
• You are reading papers loosely related to 

your field and try to identify new research 
problems



What papers to read?

• Your instructors/advisors ask you to
• You are trying to pick up some cool new 

techniques not available in textbooks
• You are surveying an area of research

– Start with a survey paper or some well-cited papers 
their references

• You are reading papers loosely related to your 
field and try to identify new research problems
– Top conferences/journals/authors always a good 

starting point



How to read papers

• 4 phases to reading
Determine i f  there is 
anything interesting at all 
a n d  i d e n t i f y  t h e 
i n t e r e s t i n g  p o r t i o n

Read the whole paper

Go over the portions that 
are important or difficult

Write a critique
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content



Stage I

• What is interesting?
– Ideally the abstract should tell you this, but 

frequently it does not.
– Need to jump about

• Read conclusion
• Read introduction
• Look at the bibliography
• Glance at the TOC (if any)



Stage II

• Read with the following questions in mind
– How can I use this stuff?
– Does this really do what the author claims to 

do?
– What if the assumptions and choices that the 

author made are discarded (or made invalid)?



Stage III

• Understand what is proposed in more 
details
– Architecture
– Algorithm
– Mechanism
– Methodology

• Understand how the proposed idea is 
evaluated



• Short summary of the paper
– What problems does it address and how?

• Evaluation of the significance of its technical contribution
– What is new?

• New problem, new methodology to an established problem, 
marginal improvement to existing solutions

– How well does it work?
• Are assumptions made valid?
• Is the evaluation adequate?
• Does the evaluation support the conclusion drawn?
• How does it compare to competing solutions?
• What new insights can be gained?

• Suggestions on aspects that can be improved
– Support your arguments!

Stage IV Critiques



• What is not
– Lengthy copy & paste of parts of the paper
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