How to read a text
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Why should students be taught how to read a text? Surely, everybody who made it to university can read, right?

Well, yes, but there are different ways to read a text, even scientific texts. For example, we can read a scientific article as a source of information about the world or as a document that informs us about the views of its author. Students in the exact sciences are trained to read a text in the first sense, while students in the social sciences are taught in the second, where they look for the viewpoint of an author. This is one source of misunderstanding between the natural and the social sciences when they get together in interdisciplinary settings.

Therefore we need to pay attention to what seems obvious: how to read a text.

There are at least four ways to read a text:

1 The text as a window

The text is a window onto the world. The text is perspicuous and provides information about the world. We learn something about the world.

2 The text as a lens

The text offers a particular view of the world. Other texts will present other views that can be contrasted. Texts offer a variety of perspectives of the world.


3 The text as the view of an author

The text is a particular view of the world, as presented by an author. By understanding something about the author of the text, we can better understand the lens he or she offers us. We need to understand the purpose of the author: the point of a text made in a specific context or setting.


4 The text as a world in itself

The text becomes worthy of study in itself. For example, we can study the rhetoric of a text (How is an argument made?), or the grammar, or the references to other texts (‘intertextuality’). The world that the text talks about is not so important and perhaps even only exists inside the text.

