
HOW TO READ LIKE A 
LINGUISTICS PROFESSOR

LANGTIME CHAT, EPISODE 46



LANGUAGE 
WARNING



ACADEMIC-ESE
As a word of caution, academics are notoriously bad at writing 
when you think of the written word as something to be shared 
with the general public. Many academic writers are so laser-
focused on sharing their work with a specific, very small group 
of like-minded researches that people outside the small 
population will find it difficult, if not impossible, to understand. 

Academic writing is often not intended for a general audience.



ACADEMIC-ESE
Even when academics think they’re writing for a general 
audience, they usually aren’t.



READING LEVELS
Written texts intended to be shared to the general public 
are often written at a 4th-to-8th grade reading level.



READING LEVELS
Written texts intended to be shared to the general public 
are often written at a 4th-to-8th grade reading level. 

And that’s a good thing.



READING LEVELS
Those are the years when you’re gaining a significant 
amount of general knowledge to form a foundation for 
much more specific studies.



READING LEVELS
Anything written above that level starts to become more 
focused and written with a more specific intended audience. 

Try helping a high schooler with their homework to see what I 
mean.



READING LEVELS
The vocabulary becomes more specialized. The structures 
become more dense and weighty. 

The constructions become more unwieldy (to the point where 
some wordings are historically rooted and make no sense to 
anyone but people who read the same thing day in and day out).



BASIC 
EXPECTATIONS



STRUCTURE
Many linguistics articles follow the same basic 
structures, depending on the basic type of work 
involved.



STRUCTURE
“Arts-y” articles: Qualitative approaches



STRUCTURE
“Science-y” articles: More quantiative approaches or 
methodological approaches



ABSTRACTIONS



ABSTRACTS
These babies are misnomers. A well-written abstract 
should make the work that follows more tangible and 
approachable.



ABSTRACTS
Good abstracts can help you learn two key pieces of information: 

(1) a bite-sized summary of the article, which can help you decide if 
the article is worth the effort/energy of reading it more 
thoroughly 

(2) the author’s (or authors’) writing style, which can help you 
decide if the article is worth the effort/energy of reading it more 
thoroughly



ABSTRACTS
Not all abstracts can teach you those things. Some 
authors struggle specifically with writing abstracts, and 
some authors don’t write their own abstracts (or some 
publications don’t have authors write their own 
abstracts), which means you’re reading someone else’s 
take.



ABSTRACTS
Sometimes there isn’t an abstract at all. In that case, look 
for a list of keywords, if there is one. 

If not, move on to the next stage.



SKIM LIKE A PRO



SKIM, SKIM, SKIM
Don’t just jump in. If the abstract interested you, start by 
skimming the introduction and the conclusion.



SKIM, SKIM, SKIM
If you’re still interested, then look in the body of the 
paper, specifically focusing on things like tables, charts, 
and data sets. You may be surprised how much you can 
learn from those features alone.



SKIM, SKIM, SKIM
As you’re looking at those features, skim the text around 
them to get a better taste for how the author approaches 
and analyzes them.



SKIM, SKIM, SKIM
A good practice for authors to follow is to sandwich the 
feature with their own words: 

(a) introduce what readers are about to see 

(b) provide the data/chart/figure/image 

(c) discuss/analyze what was provided (show the readers 
how it fits in or why it’s important)



SKIM, SKIM, SKIM
If they don’t do all three steps like that, then they 
assume readers will understand the importance and 
analysis of the data/information on their own. That 
means the author is writing for a very specific audience.



YOUR TIME IS A 
RESOURCE



INVEST WISELY
Still interested in the work? Then it’s time to invest more energy. 

Here is where you go back and dig into the text, starting with the 
introduction.



INVEST WISELY
As you read more carefully, take notes, highlight, underline, or 
otherwise annotate in a way that works for you. Having 
previously skimmed the document, your highlighting and note-
taking can take more meaning so you don’t end up with an 
entire page of yellow highlights staring back at you.



INVEST WISELY
Remember that your time is valuable. If the article 
becomes less helpful as you dig into its meat, re-evaluate 
it in terms of what you had hoped to get out of it in the 
first place. If it isn’t meeting your needs, feel no shame 
in moving on.



INVEST WISELY
Remember that your time is valuable. If the article 
becomes less helpful as you dig into its meat, re-evaluate 
it in terms of what you had hoped to get out of it in the 
first place. If it isn’t meeting your needs, feel no shame 
in moving on. 

Even if other people think that article is the bee’s knees 
or one of the best in the field.



READING 
EXEMPLIFIED





ABSTRACT





From the abstract alone, you can see that the article 
makes some basic assumptions about knowledge shared 
between author and reader. 

Let’s look at some key words and phrases that are 
considered “common knowledge” for this article.



indexing 
flagging 

head (marking) 
dependent (marking) 

typology 
case 

adposition 
person agreement 

attributive agreement 
construct markers 

concordants 
cross-indexes



“the well-known 
concept pair head/

depending marking”



You don’t need to be familiar with all the terms on that 
list to approach the article. But, chances are, if the 
majority of them just sound like gobbledygook from an 
ivory tower to you, then this article will be very difficult 
for you to read without doing support research (i.e. 
looking up all the concepts/terms you aren’t familiar 
with so you can understand what is being said about 
them).



INTRODUCTION





• comparative approach to 
describing language features 

• theoretical differences in 
terminology and how it is used 
to describe cross-linguistic 
patterns 

• shift in vocabulary to 
accommodate new data and 
methods (absolutely no effect 
on the languages themselves)



CONCLUSION





• formalizing how to 
discuss features of 
languages 

• move toward discussing 
features in general 
patterns of behaviors 
rather than as set features 

• nothing new is presented
—it’s all about how we talk 
about language



BODY



• a LOT of examples (which I 
love!) 

• examples from a variety of 
languages (I also love!) 

• not a lot of overt discussion—it 
is on the reader to figure out 
the connections/importance



REASSESS READING 
GOALS



I want to read this article to better understand how 
Grambank uses “index” and “flag” as language features. 

My goal in reading align with Haspelmath’s goal in 
writing it, so it’s worth it to me to invest time and 
energy in the article.



I found this article very helpful in understanding the 
terms “index” and “flag.” 

But I have also been reading and studying areas 
touched on in the article for two decades. Even with 
that background, there were times I had to re-read 
areas and really stop and sit with the examples to figure 
out what was going on. 

The article is presented breezily but is anything but an 
easy read.



EXPANDING FOR 
LARGER TEXTS



BOOKS
Longer texts like books are structured differently but 
often still follow the basic premises presented here.



BOOKS
Start with the blurb, often provided on the back of the 
book.  

Then focus on the table of contents.  

If there’s a preface or short introduction, skim that.



BOOKS
Remember this isn’t fiction, and there should not be any 
twists or spoilers. 

Thumb through those pages and read paragraphs here 
and there to decide how you might use this book as a 
resource.



BOOKS
You often don’t need to read the entire text from 
beginning to end to find it useful. 

In fact, some of the most useful books I return to time 
and time again are ones I have never (and will never) 
read from cover to cover.


