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Reading scientific literature

• A necessary component of research.

• The mean by which scientists communicate.

• Good examples of the scientific writing style.

• Enable you to find scientific literature on
subjects of your interest.

How to Find the Best Sources to Cite 
for an Academic Paper 
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How to Find the Best Sources to 
Cite for an Academic Paper

Countless sources of information are available 
on any topic. 

Which of these sources one should cite?

How to Find the Best Sources to Cite 
for an Academic Paper 
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Types of academic source

The most common forms of academic source are:

• Books

• Journal articles

• Published reports

What is an academic/scholarly 
article?

It has to pass an 

academic quality assessment 

This control process is called 

peer-reviewing. 
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What Peer Review Is?

• Submitted article to a scientific journal, is
generally reviewed by people who are experts
in the relevant subject in order to determine
whether or not the article is worthy of
publication.

Peer Review
“Peer reviewers” determine: 

• whether or not the paper’s conclusions are 
reasonable based on the bulk of the data

• whether or not the conclusions and/or data are 
novel or interesting enough to merit publication
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Peer Review 

• The peer-review process is supposed to ensure
that only “quality” scientific articles get
published in the scientific literature

There are different types of 
academic/scholarly articles

• Research Article

• Case Report

• Review Article

• Meta-Analysis Article

• Letters or Communications

• Theoretical Article
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Types of sources

• There are three main types of sources used in 
academic research:

• Primary

• Secondary

• Tertiary

Types of sources: Primary source

• A primary source is material produced by 
someone who was at the scene, event, or 

occurrence.
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Types of sources: Secondary source

• Secondary sources are based on primary 
sources and  are usually studies which analyze, 
evaluate, interpret or criticize primary sources.

Types of sources: Tertiary source

• Tertiary sources compile and condense 
information from other sources. They are 

meant to provide a broad introductory 
overview of a topic.
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Characteristics of Articles
Type Description
Research/Empirical Article reporting on the results of one or more studies or experiments, written by 

the person(s) who conducted the research. This is considered one type of 
primary source.

Case Study Detailed account of clinically important cases of common and rare conditions.

Review Summarizes the findings of others studies or experiments; attempts to identify 
trends or draw broader conclusions. Scholarly in nature but not a primary source 
or research article, however its references to other articles will include primary 
sources or research articles.

Letters or 
Communications

Short descriptions of important latest study or research findings which are usually 
considered urgent for immediate publication. Examples: breakthroughs regarding 
cures or treatments for previously incurable conditions, or cure for a particular 
outbreak of disease, like for example swine flu.

Type Description

Meta-Analysis A meta-analysis is a mathematical synthesis of 
the results of two or more primary studies that 
addressed the same hypothesis in the same way.

Theoretical Containing or referring to a set of abstract 
principles related to a specific field of 
knowledge; characteristically it does not 
contain original empirical research or 
present experimental data, although it is 
scholarly.
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Evaluating Your Information

No matter where your information comes from, you should 
look at it critically and consider the following:

• Is the author qualified to write on the topic?
• Is the information scholarly?
• Is it current?
• Is the information accurate? Has it been edited by other 

experts? Has the author provided references?
• Is the information objective or is there an obvious bias?
• Is the information relevant to your topic?
• Do you have enough information to cover all aspects of 

your topic?

USE PRIMARY LITERATURE FOR:

For most science course assignments you are expected to base your work on the 
primary scientific literature.

Do not refer to a study that you are ready ABOUT in a primary source, but that you 
have not read yourself. This is NOT an acceptable procedure.
You should make all efforts to read the additional study itself.

USE SECONDARY LITERATURE FOR:

Secondary literature is useful for gaining a broad perspective on a topic or a synthesis 
of ideas about a topic and to find a bibliography of relevant sources

Secondary literture can be used in addition to primary literture, but not in place of it.
for instance, if you are reading a review article which refers to information in a 
primary research article, you should find that primary article and read it yourself
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Types of Sources for a Research Paper

• There are two types of research that can be 
incorporated into a paper: primary and 
secondary. Most students rely heavily on 
secondary research, which involves looking at 
other people's thoughts on a subject, either in 
books or on the Web. Primary research involves 
collecting data yourself, through personal 
interviews, observations or surveys. Knowing 
about the different types of research you can use 
helps you determine what type will make your 
research paper stronger.

• They come in the form of systematic reviews and 
literature reviews and are a form of secondary 
literature.[4] Systematic reviews determine an 
objective list of criteria, and find all previously 
published original experimental papers that meet 
the criteria. They then compare the results 
presented in these papers. Literature reviews, by 
contrast, provide a summary of what the authors 
believe are the best and most relevant prior 
publications.
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• c
• News, Book Reviews, Opinion, Letters to the Editor, etc.
•
• Smith, G. (2009, August). Editorial: The need for complementary and alternative 

medicine familiarisation in undergraduate nurse education. Journal of Clinical 
Nursing. pp. 2113-2115. 

• Theoretical Article 

• Green, C. (2009). A comprehensive theory of the human person from philosophy 
and nursing. Nursing Philosophy, 10(4), 263-274. 

• Review Article
• Parker, M., & Thorslund, M. (2007, April). Health trends in the elderly population: 

Getting better and getting worse. Gerontologist, 47(2), 150-158.
• Research Article
• Gril, B., Palmieri, D., Bronder, J. L., Herring, J. M., Vega-Valle, E., Feigenbaum, L., & 

... Steeg, P. S. (2008). Effect of lapatinib on the outgrowth of metastatic breast 
cancer cells to the brain. JNCI: Journal of the National Cancer Institute, 100(15), 
1092-1103.

There are different types of 
academic/scholarly articles

Type
Definition

News, Book Reviews, Opinion, Letters to the Editor, etc.

•Scholarly journals will publish some types of articles that are not 
peer reviewed or based on research. Remember that not every 
article in peer reviewed journals is a peer-reviewed research 
article.

•OK for Class Assignment? NO

Theoretical Article 

•An article containing or referring to a set of new or established 
abstract principles related to a specific field of knowledge; normally 
does not contain original research or present experimental data, 
although it is scholarly.
•OK for Class Assignment? NO

Review Article

•An article summarizing the results of studies or experiments, often 
attempting to identify trends or draw broader conclusions. Although 
scholarly, it is not considered a primary source or research 
article itself, but it may reference other primary sources or research 
articles.
•OK for Class Assignment? NO

Research Article

•An article reporting on the results of one or more empirical 
studies or experiments, written by the person(s) who conducted 
the research. Look in the title or abstract for words like study, 
research, measure, subjects, data, effects, survey, or statistical which 
might indicate empirical research.
•OK for Class Assignment? YES
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• Usually an academic/scholarly article com
prises the following elements
- Abstract
- Introduction
- Materials & Methods
- Results
- Discussion
- Reference
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• The review papers can be included in the 
introduction section, where general lay-out of the 
problem is presented. Original articles can be 
included in those sections of my paper where 
pin-pointed comparison or comments are 
required

• If author want to refer to a detailed work, original 
articles should be preferred. But if there is need 
to refer to only outline of work, review article 
should be preferred. 

• In academic publishing, letters to the editor of 
an academic journal are usually open 
postpublication reviews of a paper, often 
critical of some aspect of the original paper. 
The authors of the original paper sometimes 
respond to these with a letter of their own. 
Controversial papers in mainstream journals 
often attract numerous letters to the editor. 
Good citation indexing services list the original 
papers together with all replies
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• Why should you write a letter to the editor
• You think that an issue is so important that you have to speak out 
• Part of your group's strategy is to persuade others to take a specific 

action 
• Or you want to: 
• Suggest an idea to others 
• Influence public opinion 
• Educate the general public on a specific matter 
• Influence policy-makers or elected officials directly or indirectly 
• Publicize the work of your group and attract volunteers or program 

participants

• letter to the editor provides a means of 
communication between the author of an article 
and the reader of a journal, allowing continued 
dialog about journal content to take place. 
Although not original research per se, a letter 
may provide new insight, make corrections, offer 
alternate theories, or request clarification about 
content printed in the journal. By providing 
additional information, the evidence may be 
strengthened. This paper provides first time 
writers some insight into the process of writing a 
letter to the editor.
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short communication paper 

• Some time there is important information that 
dilute the main information related to the 
research principal objectives. Therefore we 
omit it from the published paper. If one think 
that the omited information is important but 
cannot serve as the content of a full paper 
then it is worth to include that information in 
a short communication 

• A Short Communication is suitable for 
recording the results of complete small 
investigations or giving details of new models 
or hypotheses, innovative methods, 
techniques or apparatus. The style of main 
sections need not conform to that of full-
length papers. Short communications are 2 to 
4 printed pages (about 6 to 12 manuscript 
pages) in length. 
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• Regular articles: These should describe new 
and carefully confirmed findings, and 
experimental procedures should be given in 
sufficient detail for others to verify the work. 
The length of a full paper should be the 
minimum required to describe and interpret 
the work clearly.

• Reviews: Submissions of reviews and 
perspectives covering topics of current 
interest are welcome and encouraged. 
Reviews should be concise and no longer 
than 4-6 printed pages (about 12 to 18 
manuscript pages). Reviews are also peer-
reviewed. 
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• Review articles are an attempt to summarize the current state of 
understanding on a topic.[1] They analyze or discuss research previously 
published by others, rather than reporting new experimental results.[2][3]

• They come in the form of systematic reviews and literature reviews and 
are a form of secondary literature.[4] Systematic reviews determine an 
objective list of criteria, and find all previously published original 
experimental papers that meet the criteria. They then compare the results 
presented in these papers. Literature reviews, by contrast, provide a 
summary of what the authors believe are the best and most relevant prior 
publications.

• Some academic journals likewise specialize in review of a field; they are 
known as review journals.

• The concept of "review article" is separate from the concept of peer-
reviewed literature. It is possible for a review to be peer-reviewed, and it 
is possible for a review to be non-peer-reviewed.

• WIKI

• Peer reviewed articles (or refereed articles or "primary 
literature" ) primarily appear in academic, scientific or 
other scholarly publications and are judged by an 
impartial panel of two or more experts in the field. The 
judgment criteria for any peer review article varies 
depending on the publication and subject matter, but 
peer reviewers (or referees) primarily focus on 
ensuring that an article is factually accurate, provides 
new information in a specified field and meets the 
proofreading and editorial guidelines of the 
publication. 

Peer Reviewed Articles
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• Questions to ask when reading and interpreting scholarly articles:
• What is the source (journal) of the article?
• Was the article peer reviewed?
• Who are the authors and what are their affiliations?
• What is the main subject of the study?
• What was the problem(s) investigated?
• What is purpose of rationale for the study?
• Who or what constituted the sample of population?
• What was the design of the study?
• What are the statistical analyses used?
• What are the results?
• Are the results clear?
• Did the results answer the identified questions?
• Do the results seem valid?
• Are the interpretations of the results consistent with design and analysis?
• Are the results consistent with findings from similar studies?
• What do the results mean to medicine and health care, to health care workers and patients?
• Can the results be applied to your practice or research?

Secondary source
• In science, technology, and medicine[edit]
• In general, secondary sources are self-described as review articles

or meta-analysis.
• Primary source materials are typically defined as "original research 

papers written by the scientists who actually conducted the study." 
An example of primary source material is the Purpose, Methods, 
Results, Conclusions sections of a research paper (in IMRAD style) in 
a scientific journal by the authors who conducted the study.[14] In 
some fields, a secondary source materials may include a summary 
of the literature in the Introduction of a scientific paper, a 
description of what is known about a disease or treatment in a 
chapter in a reference book, or a synthesis written to review 
available literature.[14] A survey of previous work in the field in a 
primary peer-reviewed source is secondary source information. This 
allows secondary sourcing of recent findings in areas where full 
review articles have not yet been published.



11/12/2013

25

How to Determine the Validity of a 
Research Article

Open access publishing, article 
downloads, and citations: 

randomised controlled trial
• Open access publishing may reach more

readers than subscription access publishing.
No evidence was found of a citation
advantage for open access articles in the first
year after publication. The citation advantage
from open access reported widely in the
literature may be an artefact of other causes.
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• What Kinds of Information Do You Need?
• Do you need books? Articles? Newspapers? Statistics?
• Have you been asked to use primary sources? Primary 

sources are documents or other original sources created at 
the time of an event, and include official records, 
correspondence, memoirs, diaries, speeches, newspaper 
articles, photographs and more. Secondary sources
synthesize the information provided by primary sources 
and include interpretations, criticisms, evaluations, and 
summaries. Textbooks, edited books, biographies and 
review articles are examples of secondary sources

There are different types of 
academic/scholarly articles

• Original articles consist of study reports and 
describe results obtained from research for 
the first time

• Review articles are critical evaluations of 
studies that have already been published

• Theoretical articles are reports in which the 
authors are trying to formulate new theories 
based on existing research
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How to Find the Best Sources to Cite for an 
Academic Paper

• Use Internet sources carefully and sparingly. Let them guide you 
towards more traditional sources of information. 

Read academic articles on the subject you are writing about. Try to 
stick to articles from peer-reviewed journals.

• When you find an article you like, look at the bibliography. Repeat 
this step as often as possible. Look for books and articles 
mentioned in multiple bibliographies. These are likely some of the 
most widely regarded articles on the topic.

• Find, read and cite the articles that are mentioned regularly in other 
articles.

•


