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Reading a Journal Article

Academic journals are among the most reliable sources for information about death studies. The articles in such journals are scholarly and well-researched. Furthermore, the articles are generally reviewed by academic peers to ensure their scholarliness and accuracy. They should nevertheless be read critically. In evaluating studies, sample size and composition is important.

If a journal or article is unavailable at your school's library, most libraries are now able to take advantage of services that make it possible to fax or send articles from elsewhere. You may wish to check with your librarian early in the semester to see if this service is available to you. Many opportunities also exist to gather information through the Internet. Many journals have web sites that contain the table of contents from the journals, while others have abstracts or complete articles available. Check with your librarian and academic computing personnel to see which resources you can access.

The Structure of Scholarly Articles

Scholarly articles generally have six sections: Abstract, Introduction, Methods, Results, Discussion, and References. These sections may be briefly described as follows:

Abstract.  Summarizes the article. It briefly gives you the hypothesis, theories, methodology, results, and interpretation of the findings.

Introduction. Discusses the topic, reviews previous research, and states the study's hypothesis and predictions.

Methods. Describes how the research was conducted. It is usually broken up into three subsections: (1) Subjects, describing the people studied; (2) Materials, describing materials used in the study; and (3) Procedure, describing how the study was done.

Results. Gives the results of the research. It provides the statistics and quantitative results.

Discussion. Refers to ideas, hypotheses, and studies examined in the Introduction; it also suggests future research or argues for or against a theory.

References. Provides a bibliography of the article's sources.

Useful Reading Tips


1.
Read the abstract first. The abstract gives you a general idea of what to expect.


2.
Scan the article. This will give you a feel for what is being covered.


3.
Skip around. You don't have to read the article in any particular order. Reading the Introduction and Discussion sections first may make it easier to understand the article.


4.
Read the article at least twice. Don't think that something is wrong with you if you don't understand everything after the first reading. Scholarly articles can be difficult to comprehend.


5.
Read the Methods and Results sections for general information. Usually all you need to know from these sections is how the research was conducted and what its results were. You usually don't need to know every detail.


6.
Think critically. Just because an article is scholarly doesn't mean it is without errors or biases. Its research, for example, may not support its conclusions.

Evaluating the Article

In evaluating a journal article, keep in mind the following considerations about research samples and methodological limitations. 

Sampling Issues. The choice of a sample is critical. To be useful, a sample should be representative, meaning that this small group represents a larger group in terms of age, sex, ethnicity, social class, orientation, and so on. Samples that are not representative of the larger group are known as biased samples. Many samples in death studies research are limited because they rely on volunteers and because ethnic groups may be underrepresented.

Clinical Research. A major limitation of clinical research is its focus on unhealthy behavior. Ask yourself how a condition was defined as healthy or unhealthy, whether inferences gathered from the behavior of patients can be applied to others, and whether the individuals in the study are representative of the group.

Survey Research. Limitations of survey research include people inaccurately reporting their behavior; interviewers allowing preconceptions to influence the way they frame their questions, thereby biasing their interpretations; the discomfort some respondents feel about revealing information; the interviewer's gender, which may influence respondents' comfort level; and the reluctance of some ethnic groups to reveal information.

Observational Research. Limitations of observational research include volunteer bias, whether awareness of being observed affects behaviors, whether participant observation affects objectivity, and ethical responsibilities regarding informing those being studied.

Differences in sampling and methodological techniques help explain why scientific studies of the same phenomenon may arrive at different conclusions. Sometimes conclusions differ because of errors concerning different assumptions about death studies.

Journals

If we were to choose only seven journals with which to stay current with the field, they would be the ones listed below in alphabetical order. They should be part of your library's basic journal collection. (If not, see if they will acquire the missing titles.)

Death Studies

Illness, Crisis, and Loss

Journal of Loss and Trauma (formerly Journal of Personal and Interpersonal Loss)

Journal of Palliative Care

Mortality

Omega: Journal of Death and Dying

Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior

Other useful journals are listed below. Although most of them are not solely devoted to death studies, they all frequently publish relevant articles.

AIDS Care: Psychological and Socio-Medical Aspects of AIDS/HIV

AIDS Patient Care and Standards

American Journal of Nursing

American Journal of Orthopsychiatry

American Journal of Psychiatry

American Journal of Public Health

American Psychologist

American Sociological Review

Archives of Suicide Research

Australian Journal of Psychology

Australian Psychologist

British Journal of Guidance and Counseling

Cambridge Quarterly of Healthcare Ethics

Cancer Nursing

Cancer Practice

Counselling Psychology Quarterly

European Journal of Psychotherapy, Counselling and Health

Gerontologist

Hastings Center Report

Health Communication

JAMA: Journal of the American Medical Association

Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion

Journal of Advanced Nursing

Journal of Applied Social Psychology

Journal of Clinical Ethics

Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology

Journal of Gerontological Social Work

Journal of Law Medicine & Ethics

Journal of Medical Ethics

Journal of Medicine and Philosophy

Journal of Personality

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology

Journal of Psychosocial Oncology

Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry.

Journal of the American Geriatrics Society

Journal of Traumatic Stress

Kennedy Institute of Ethics Journal

Lancet

Medical Care

Milbank Quarterly

New England Journal of Medicine

Nursing Clinics of North America

Psycho-Oncology

Psychodynamic Practice

Social Science and Medicine

Social Work

Sociology of Religion

Theoretical Medicine and Bioethics
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