Understanding Second Language Acquisition by Lourdes Ortega

Strategies for reading and taking notes, in preparation for academic writing

Here is an approximate description of Lourdes’ research strategies when preparing the lit review for a study:
1 ( When I get a new paper, I input reference in Endnote (see http://www.endnote.com/)
2 ( I read & write on the paper (underlining, highlighting, making notes on the margins...)
3 ( I write a summary of the study in a word file or in Endnote, without looking back at it if possible, or looking only at the notes and marks I made on it; I try to make it one page long exactly, if possible; some studies are just good for one or two ideas, or not good at all, and for such studies I simply write those thoughts and justifications in my word file
4 ( Once I have done this for 3 or 4 studies, I look at my one-page summaries and reshape their ideas together in a big table (I keep adding two or three studies to the table in small rounds; some times this results in modifications to the table itself):
a) My goal is to systematize across studies, to struggle until I achieve a bird's eye view

b) I decide for myself what other researchers' results mean (I re-interpret results if needed)

c) I use a table or coding book for synthesizing readings:

	
	RQs
	Context
	Methods
	Results (re-interpreted by me!):

	
	
	
	
	Common sensical
	Counter-

intuitive
	Interesting!

	Study 1
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	Study 3
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Study 4
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Etc.
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Etc.
	
	
	
	
	
	


This way when I draft my literature review, I avoid having the ugly “laundry list effect” (organize the lit review study by study) because, through this cyclical reading-and-note-taking process, my studies form a compact and coherent world that is not organized by study, but by a mosaic of similarities, differences, contributions, criticisms, etc. across studies and groups of studies.
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