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How to Read Philosophy 
 
STEP 1. GET THE BIG PICTURE 
 
Write a Short Summary 
Turn to the first page of Chapter 2 of the Giere et al. book (p. 11). What is the overall 
topic of this chapter? 
 
 
 
 
 
How did you know what the chapter was about without having read it? 
 
 
 
Write a one- or two-sentence summary of this chapter, doing only as much reading as is 
absolutely necessary for this purpose. 
 
 
 
 
Reverse-Engineer an Outline 
Create a simple outline that gives the overall structure of the chapter in the space below. 
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What parts of the text were most helpful in creating your outline? 
 
 

 
STEP 2. FILL IN THE DETAILS 
 
Start reading at the heading “Simple Addition Rule” on p. 126. Stop when you get to the 
heading “Simple Multiplication Rule.” The “Model 1” Giere et al. discuss in this passage 
is a jar filled with marbles that are all red, green, blue, or yellow, and either large or 
small. The distribution of marbles in the jar is given in Figure 5.12 at the top of the page. 
 
What is the big point of this passage? 
 
 
 
 
Do you need to understand every word of this passage to get the big point? 
 
 
 
Now that you understand the main point of the passage, go back and read it again more 
slowly, stopping to re-read any sentences that are still unclear to you. 
 

 
STEP 3. ASSESS SIGNIFICANCE 
 
Find the Takeaways 
 
Return to Chapter 2 in Giere et al. (pp. 11-47). What do you think is the most important 
thing you will need to remember from this chapter? 
 
 
 
 
 
Have an Opinion 
 
Your job in reading a text that argues for a contentious position is not done until you have 
first understood the author’s main positions and arguments and then formed a judgment 
about them. Your judgment can take many forms including the following: 

The first step in coming to grips with a new text is to look for the big picture. 
	  

The second step in coming to grips with a new text is to fill in the details of the 
picture that you sketched in Step 1. 
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• The author’s position is (in)correct, and her argument for it is (un)convincing. 
• The author’s main claim is correct, but it does not have interesting implications. 

He has neglected the real issue, which is X. 
• The author’s argument cannot be evaluated with more evidence about her premise 

P. 
 
SUMMARY 
 
Step 1. Get the Big Picture 
 
Tips for reading: 

• Read the title to learn the main topic 
• Read section headings to learn what subtopics are discussed and how the 

discussion is organized. 
• Skim—focusing on the introduction, conclusion, any figures, and maybe the 

beginning and end of each section—to get the main ideas. 
 
Taking notes: 

• Start your notes with a one- or two-sentence summary of the text. What are the 
author’s most important points or claims? 

• After the summary, make an outline of the text’s structure. Section headings are 
very helpful for this purpose, but don’t follow them slavishly. 

 
Step 2. Fill in the Details 
 
Tips for reading: 

• Do not get caught up in the details the first time you read a difficult passage. Get 
oriented by identifying the main idea, then come back for the details. 

• Reading for enlightenment is not like reading Harry Potter! It’s more like being 
an eagle looking for a meal. Soar high overhead at first, getting the overall lay of 
the land. Then move in closer to a region that looks like it calls for closer 
inspection. Only dive in when you see a tasty morsel—a passage that calls for 
closer inspection because it is important and perhaps not obviously correct. Then 
be merciless, making sure you have understood every detail before moving on. 

 
Taking notes: 

• After you have your outline, read one section at a time. Write down the section 
heading, then the most important points under that heading. Don’t write down 
every detail until you get to a passage that requires careful attention—for 
instance, when the author gives his or her argument for a major thesis. Then go 
very slowly and read multiple times until you have all of the details. Paraphrase 
the author’s points in your own words until you get down to the details of the 
author’s key arguments—then attention to his or her precise wording is important. 
Careful reading of key passages will often lead you to think of objections that can 
serve as starting points for papers! 
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• Write down your thoughts about the text as you go along, using a different font or 
pen color to distinguish between your paraphrase of the author’s main points and 
your own running commentary. 

 
Step 3. Assess for Significance 
 
Tips for reading: 

• Return to the summary you made in the beginning. Is it missing anything 
important? 

• Locate the author’s arguments for his or her major claims. Are the claims 
interesting? What are their implications? Do the author’s arguments support 
them? How might someone who held a different view respond? 

• Are there parts of the paper that you did not understand or where you need more 
information to evaluate the author’s arguments? Follow up on important points. 

 
Taking notes: 

• Write down a few major points you want to take away from a paper, your 
evaluation of the author’s positions and arguments, and anything you want to 
follow up on by asking a question in class or doing further reading. 

 
ASSIGNMENT 
 
Turn in notes on your reading assignments according to the approach described here until 
I am satisfied that you have learned the approach. After that, your reading habits are up to 
you, but you will need to be prepared for quizzes and to come up with two topics for 
constructive papers. 
 
SAMPLE READING NOTES 
 
Below is an example of a set of reading notes I produced so you can see what they should 
look like. The details of the formatting can differ, but you should have the same overall 
structure: 
 

• Overview 
o Summary 
o Outline 

• Details 
o Paraphrase and running commentary (interspersed but clearly 

distinguished, ideally by the use of different colors) 
• Assessment 

o Takeaways 
o Responses 

 
The chapter I use for this example is short, simple, and largely expository, so my notes 
are short. Notes for a chapter that gives complicated arguments for subtle positions would 
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be much longer—as long as it takes to understand what the author is up to and why it 
matters and to form a warranted opinion about it. 
 
READING NOTES—GIERE ET AL. CH. 1: WHY UNDERSTAND SCIENTIFIC 
REASONING? 
 
Overview 
 
Summary 
This book will provide us with programs we can use to process scientific information so 
that we can use it in our lives. 
 
Outline 

1. Why study scientific reasoning? 
a. General reasons 
b. Specific examples 

2. How to study scientific reasoning 
a. Scientific reasoning as a program 
b. Reasoning as a skill that requires practice 

 
Details 
 

1. Why study scientific reasoning? 
a. General reasons 

 
We are inundated with scientific info, but we need to know something about science to 
use that info. 
 

b. Specific Examples 
 
We study science both for practical reasons and to satisfy intellectual curiosity. 
 
Expansion of universe of purely intellectual interest. 
 
Will learn to distinguish between theories and facts and to tell which facts support which 
theories. 
 
Global warming more practical question. 
 
How much can a layperson really learn about how to evaluate the evidence for global 
warming?  My impression is that a lot of the evidence comes from the outputs of very 
complex models that not even the people who construct and run them fully understand. 
 
Will learn to think about to use scientific information in answering questions about how 
we should act. 
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Info about smoking risks also addresses practical questions. 
 
Understanding scientific reasoning also makes you a more literate and cultured person. 
 
I'm not sure I care about being a literate and culture person.  Sounds stuffy and elitist to 
me. 
 
 2.  How to study scientific reasoning 
 
Don't need the knowledge or skills of a scientist to use reports of scientific findings. 
 

a. Scientific Reasoning as a program 
b. Reasoning as a skill that requires practice 

 
Text teaches through general ideas, specific examples, and exercises. 
 
Learning to reason is like learning to play piano—requires consistent, ongoing practice. 
 
Don't need to become experts—tolerably good is good enough. 
 
So What? 
 
Takeaways 
1. Understanding scientific reasoning can help us use the scientific information all around 

us. 
2. This text provides programs for processing scientific information to reach correct 

conclusions. 
 
Responses 
It's hard to argue with any of the claims made in this chapter.  My biggest question is 
about how much can a non-scientist really do on his or her own.  When there's no 
scientific consensus on a topic, it's unlikely that a non-scientist will be able to sort 
through the competing claims.  When there is a scientific consensus, can't we just trust 
the scientists without having to think it through ourselves?  Maybe the biggest benefits of 
learning this material will be to know what to say in response to groups who hold views 
at odds with those of the mainstream scientific community, e.g. intelligent design 
advocates or global warming deniers.  Are those groups right that they've been unfairly 
excluded from the scientific community, or are there good reasons for dismissing their 
seemingly plausible arguments? 


