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Research Skills: Assessing Articles

Assessing articles for research

Most research papers will draw on information and ideas from journal articles as well as books.  Articles are more focused than books, often addressing in depth issues or aspects of a problem that books may mention briefly or not at all.  If you neglect research in articles, you will miss some of the most important and interesting sources on any topic.

There are many tools you can employ to assess articles quickly and effectively, and this handout discusses some of the most important ones.  You will discover through practice other techniques that work for you.  The key is to use every hint you come across to figure out the article’s content, appraise its quality, and consider its usefulness (before you even read the article; while you read it; and after you are finished reading it).

I. Before Reading an Article

To effectively assess an article’s usefulness, you will need to exercise your critical judgment from the moment you come across a reference to it.  You can learn a great deal about an article before you even begin to read it (often enough to know whether you need to invest the time to read it or not).

Source

The major division between periodical sources you will encounter is between popular press and academic articles. 

The popular press consists of magazines and journals targeted at a broad readership of non-specialists (Scientific American, Newsweek, National Geographic, and The New York Times Book Review are a few examples).  These periodicals are businesses designed to be profitable, and as such, they seek to appeal to a broad audience of readers.  Most articles are written either by staff writers or by professional freelance authors; occasionally these journals and magazines solicit articles from experts in a particular field.  The editors who select content may or may not be knowledgeable about the subjects about which the articles are written, and their criteria for judging articles include not only their quality but their popular appeal.

The majority of academic knowledge production occurs through journal articles, and it is important to understand how such sources come to be published.  The academic press consists of journals targeted at specialists (and serious amateurs) in a given field, or others researching a specific topic (this includes you while you are writing a research paper).  Academic journals often have clearly discipline-related titles (The Journal of American History, Political Science Quarterly, Victorian Studies).  If you are unclear about whether a journal is academic or popular, you might want to go to its website (or to a bound copy in the periodical stacks) to figure this out.

Unlike popular press journals and magazines, academic journals do not exist to make money, but to allow researchers to exchange knowledge and discoveries, and to debate ideas.  Journals employ editors who are specialists in the journal’s field, and usually highly regarded in it.  Academics working in the journal’s area of focus submit articles.  The editors select from among the many articles submitted those that they consider to be the most important contributions to the subject.  Many submitted articles are rejected for publication, sometimes with specific suggestions for how an author might improve the article.  Some articles are accepted as is, while others are accepted conditionally, subject to the authors making certain revisions to strengthen them.  This whole process is known as peer review (since it consists of qualified specialists reviewing the work of their peers, who are also qualified specialists), and ensures that articles published in academic journals meet a certain threshold of quality.

Peer reviewed articles most likely contain accurate information, detailed citations of relevant related literature, honest representations of sources cited, and a tone of open inquiry rather than deliberate bias.  None of these aspects can be guaranteed in an article you find on the web (where there are no quality-control mechanisms whatsoever), and popular press articles often lack reference sources for their information, cover topics in a superficial manner, and sometimes strongly display the intellectual bias of the editorship and/or readership.

Peer review functions as a quality-control mechanism, but it does not mean that all journal articles are equal.  Some journals are more prestigious than others, and consistently draw submissions of higher quality.  Some articles are not poor in terms of scholarship, but might be unpersuasive or uninteresting.  Peer review provides a preliminary screening of material, but it is then up to you to assess the effectiveness of the individual article’s argument, and its value to your research.

Title

An article’s title will often tell you a great deal.  At the least, the title should reveal an article’s topic.  It will often tell you, or at least point toward, the article’s argument and/or the sources it analyzes.  The title will also very often give you an idea of what kind of approach the author may employ in her/his analysis.

Author

Pay attention to the name of the article’s author.  This can help you in a couple ways:

1. Over the course of a career, most academics will write many articles, and often one or more books.  If you find a book or article especially interesting and helpful, you may want to look up other works by that author, which may also be valuable.

2. You may recognize the author from other articles and/or books you’ve read on the topic.  What evaluation have other authors made of her/his contribution to the field?  Did you find these other authors persuasive or problematic?  Though it is always wise to assess an author’s merits based on your reading of his/her work, the judgments of others can help you understand where the author fits into the broad landscape of the literature on your research topic.

Date

You may find articles written as early as the late nineteenth century, or as recently as this month.  While you cannot assume that either older or more recent articles are automatically better, you should take the date an article was written into account.  Older articles often provide richer quotations from original sources and more detailed description.  Recent articles often provide more sophisticated analyses of sources and more clearly articulated arguments.

Academic knowledge in the social sciences and humanities, like in the natural sciences, evolves over time.  You might find a physics article from 1923 helpful, but you would read it with the awareness that the discipline has experienced 80 years of development since then.  You should be equally alert when you read older articles in fields such as history, sociology, or literary studies.

More recent articles often provide, through footnotes, a guide to the best and/or most influential academic literature of the past.  You may decide to look at an older article based on how a contemporary author describes or utilizes it.  For finding important sources, recent articles (even ones you do not find helpful in their own right) can be extremely valuable.

Abstract

Abstract databases (some of which are listed in last week’s handout), as well as some other indexes, include a short description of an article’s content.  Abstracts usually cover an article’s argument, and may also describe the sources/analytical techniques used in it.  This can often tell you whether you want to read the article or not.  Some journals also include article abstracts at the beginning of an article (sometimes labeled “Abstract,” other times set off in italics or otherwise marked as separate from the article’s main text).

II. Reading an Article

After you have considered some or all of the above issues, and determined that an article may be useful for your research, then you should begin to read it.  Articles vary in structure (based in part on disciplinary conventions and journal preferences as well as individual authorial styles), but most contain an introduction, a body of supporting evidence, and a conclusion.  These sections may be clearly marked, but in some cases you must simply be alert for the shift from one section to another.  Before you read the article thoroughly, try to identify its main functional sections and the important information contained in each of them.

Introduction

An article’s introduction usually lays out the problem the article intends to address, and the author’s argument about it.

Identifying the problem.  In highlighting a particular issue in need of investigation, the article will often present an assessment of the current state of the field (e.g., “Morris scholars have often argued that . . .”).  This can be helpful in giving you a sense of one author’s impression of the “prevailing wisdom” on a topic.

Presenting the argument.  Most articles offer a critique of the prevailing wisdom, based on the author’s research and/or analytical contribution.  If articles only repeated what everyone already thought, there wouldn’t be much point in reading them.  The argument is one of the most crucial aspects of an article, and it is usually explicitly stated early on.  Look for clear signals indicating where the author is departing from the prevailing wisdom (e.g., “I argue that . . .” or “Considering Morris’s study of Icelandic sagas forces us to reevaluate News from Nowhere’s significance.”).

Before you read past the article’s introduction, you should have a clear idea of the problem the author has identified, her/his strategy in responding to it, and the resulting argument.  A good abstract will often give you some sense of these things even before you begin the article, but the introduction will flesh them out more.

Body

The bulk of an article is usually taken up with the presentation and analysis of evidence.  The kinds of evidence considered, and the kinds of conclusions drawn from it, vary significantly by discipline.  A literary critic might bring a specific analytical perspective (such as Lacanian psychoanalysis) to reading News from Nowhere, while a historian might provide evidence on Morris’s cultural and political context to understand the utopia he imagined; a population biologist or an economist would bring yet different approaches to understanding the novel.

When you consider the evidence an author provides, think about whether it appears adequate to support the case the author is trying to make with it.  Also consider whether the evidence provided helps to support (or challenges) a perspective on the topic you wish to advance.

On the first quick reading, it is probably not necessary to read through the article’s entire body section.  You should be able to get a good sense of what evidence the author presents, and whether this is relevant to the issues that interest you.  Save close readings for those sources that you plan to rely on significantly in your research paper.

Conclusion

An effective article will conclude with a section that seeks to bring the argument into focus now that the reader is familiar with the evidence.  A conclusion will likely reiterate the central argument, and it may also address the wider significance of that argument.  As in the introduction, look for phrases that signal the functional intent of a section (e.g., “As this evidence has demonstrated . . .” or “Once we understand News from Nowhere in this light, it must change our entire interpretation of the nineteenth-century utopian novel.”).  The conclusion, like the introduction, should thus help situate the article in a wider academic context, explaining what the author thinks the reader should take away from the piece.

III. After Reading an Article

When you have finished reading an article, it is wise to jot down a few sentences that will remind you of the author’s main points, and also what struck you as relevant for your own research interests.

Footnotes/ Endnotes

While you are reading or skimming the article, notice the sources cited by the author, both the primary sources (those that are the object of the author’s interpretation) and the secondary sources (those the author relies on for information or analytical insights).  Write down which citations touch most closely on the issues that interest you for your research.

When you have finished with the article, you may have a few (or even many) references to pursue further.  Even with an article that may not have been especially useful for its content, you might find citations to other articles (and books) that will be more useful.

Sources found in articles’ footnotes may prove crucial to your project, and if they were written before the period covered by most online databases (for many only the last five or ten years), they cannot easily be found in any other way (you could of course comb the tables of contents of bound journals in the library looking for articles on your topic, but this is a labor-intensive and sometimes tedious way to do research).

Sample worksheet for reading an article

Full bibliographical citation:

Academic context/ lines of interpretation discussed:

Other authors mentioned:

Argument:

Evidence used:

Initial reaction:

Uses for my project (with page references):

Sources to find (from footnotes/ other references):
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