Quick guide to peer reviewed articles

Monash University Library
Introduction

In academic writing and research, you're usually expected to refer to "peer reviewed" articles, also called "refereed" or "scholarly" articles. But what does it mean that an article is "peer reviewed"? Why does it matter?

This tutorial explains:

· what peer review is;

· why referring to peer reviewed articles is expected;

· where to find peer reviewed articles; and

· how to tell if something is peer reviewed.

It will take about 10 minutes to complete.

What is Peer Review?

Peer review is a process in which an article is evaluated by experts (usually researchers at a university) before it is published. "Peer reviewed articles" have been through this process successfully.

The reviewers may consider a variety of factors, including:

· Impact - is the article useful, important or interesting?

· Novelty - does it contribute new knowledge to the field?

· Quality - is the writing and research of an acceptable standard?

They then make a recommendation to an editor, who has the final say on whether the article is published.

The reviewers may recommend the article be accepted or rejected outright, or might suggest that the author make changes and resubmit it.

Question:

Now that you know what peer review is... what do you think is the main reason you're expected to use peer reviewed articles in academic writing?
A) Peer reviewed articles are more authoritative than other sources.

B) Peer reviewed articles are more detailed than other sources.

C) Peer reviewed articles always have the latest information.

(Answer: A)

Why peer reviewed articles are used
Peer reviewed articles are seen as more authoritative than most sources, because of the evaluation process they have been through. This is the main reason you're expected to refer to them.

That's not the only reason, though! Peer reviewed articles contain a lot of detailed information, and research is usually reported in these articles before it finds its way into textbooks.

However, peer reviewed articles don't always have the latest information. It can take months or even years for an article get through peer review, so you won't find peer reviewed articles on very recent events!

They also don't usually get updated after they're published, so older articles may be out-of-date. This is why you might be told to use only articles from the last five or ten years for some units.

Limitations of peer review
Although peer reviewed articles are more authoritative than most sources, they're not perfect. Passing peer review means an article has enough research behind it to be worth discussing. It doesn’t mean the article is flawless, or that its conclusions can’t be challenged.

There are also researchers who question how useful peer review is. Some think it stifles new ideas, because reviewers might reject articles that challenge their views. Others say it’s too easy for poor research to get through peer review.

In the end, even the best research has weaknesses and limitations. You should always analyse what you read carefully and use multiple sources - even when using peer reviewed articles.

Where to find peer reviewed articles
To find peer reviewed articles, you'll usually need to search academic journals (also known as "scholarly journals") and conference proceedings. These sources are where peer reviewed articles are published.

Academic journals are publications where researchers report on their work, and are typically read by academics, professionals, and students. Journals publish new issues at regular times, with new articles in each issue, a bit like a magazine. As well as the peer reviewed articles, journals may contain other material, like news or editorials.

Conference proceedings are records from events where experts meet and present their work.

If an article isn't from an academic journal or conference, it's probably not peer reviewed. Sources like newspapers and news websites do sometimes have stories about research, but these stories have not been through the peer review process.

You can find articles from academic journals and conference proceedings using the Library's Search tool or databases. Search and most databases let you filter your search results to only show articles from peer reviewed publications:
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How can you tell if an article is peer reviewed?
If you've already found an article and you're not sure if it's peer reviewed, there are a few ways to tell. Peer reviewed articles:

· Have a substantial reference list. If an article doesn't have references, it's almost certainly not peer reviewed.

· Are written by researchers to inform other experts. If an article is aimed at the general public it's probably not peer reviewed.

· Usually give the author's affiliation (e.g. with a university) or qualifications, as well as their name.

· Typically use formal language.

· Are usually divided into sections, with an abstract at the start and a conclusion at the end. The section headings Introduction, Methods, Results and Discussion are common.

An article that doesn't match most of these criteria probably isn't peer reviewed.
Summary quiz
For each set of statements, choose the most accurate statement.

Part 1:

Set 1:

A) In academic writing and research, it's usually expected that you will refer to peer reviewed articles.
B) In scientific writing, you need to refer to peer reviewed articles, but not in the humanities.
C) It's acceptable to refer to peer reviewed articles, but you don't need to.
Set 2:

A) Peer reviewed articles have been approved by the government before being published.
B) Peer reviewed articles have been evaluated by an editor before being published.
C) Peer reviewed articles have been evaluated by researchers and an editor before being published.
Set 3:

A) They are seen as more authoritative than most sources, which is why you're expected to use them.
B) They are written specifically for university students, which is why you're expected to use them.
Set 4:

A) However, they may still have flaws.
B) Therefore, it would be impolite to disagree with what is written in a peer reviewed article.
Part 2:

Set 1:

A) Peer reviewed articles are published in special textbooks held in the library.
B) Peer reviewed articles are only published in government reports.
C) Peer reviewed articles are published in academic journals and conference proceedings.
Set 2:

A) The best way to find them is to type "peer reviewed articles" into the library databases.
B) The best way to find them is to use a filter in the library databases or Search.
C) The best way to find them is using Google.
Part 3:

Set 1:

A) Peer reviewed articles are written by experts to inform the general public.
B) Peer reviewed articles are written by researchers to share their findings with other experts.
C) Peer reviewed articles are written by journalists to report on recent events.
Set 2:

A) They are only published in paper, not electronically.
B) They almost always have a long list of references.
Set 3:

A) If an article is written by someone with a PhD, it's definitely peer reviewed.
B) The author's affiliation or qualifications are usually provided as well as their name.
Set 4:

A) They are usually divided into multiple sections.
B) They are usually over 30 pages long.
Answers

Part 1: A, C, A, A

Part 2: C, B

Part 3: B, B, B, A
