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Part I:  Finding and Evaluating References 
 
When beginning any research project, you want to be certain that you have solid, legitimate 
references on which to build and support your work. In this session we’ll go over some essential 
skills for finding and evaluating resources at the library.  In Part I, we will cover the following: 
 

 Identifying peer reviewed journals; 
 Using databases to find articles from peer reviewed journals; 

 
A. Identifying Peer Reviewed Journals 
 

When you are asked to find scholarly articles in peer reviewed journals, you are being 
asked to find articles that present the results of scholarly research.  Research articles go 
through a peer review process before they can be published:   Scholarly peers (other 
‘experts’ in the field) review and critique the research to ensure the quality of the article.  
 
In contrast, articles in popular magazines (including newspapers) might go through a 
fact-checking process, but are not based on scholarly research and do not go through 
peer review.  Below is a quick guide to help you decide if the resource you have found is 
a scholarly, peer reviewed journal article, or a popular magazine article. 
 
NOTE:  Peer reviewed journals, popular magazines, and newspapers are all considered 
periodicals, meaning they are published at regular intervals.  Trade magazines are 
periodicals written for specific audiences (e.g. advertising) but do not go through peer 
review. 
 
 
                  

 Scholarly/Peer Reviewed Journal VS Popular Magazine 
Audience Scholars; specific  Public; general 
Author Scholar/expert; university affiliation  Journalist; no degree listed 
Peer review? Yes  No 
Cover Lots of words, few pics  Eye catching, colorful pics 
Ads Few or none  Many 
Where to buy? From publishers; societies  Newsstands, bookstores 
Article abstract? Yes  No 
Reference list Yes  No 
Length of article Longer; 10+ pages  Brief; 1-5 pp 
Language Specialized vocabulary  Conversational English 
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B. Using Databases to Find Articles From Peer Reviewed Journals 
 

  Library Homepage:  http://www.lib.umn.edu 
 
Now that you know what peer reviewed articles are, you need to know how to find them.  
We’ll briefly go over how to find articles in the following databases: 
 

 PubMed 
• PubMed is a database of bibliographic information drawn primarily from 

the life sciences literature and contains links to full-text articles.  
Coverage: 1950 to present. 

• Tutorial:  http://www.nlm.nih.gov/bsd/disted/pubmedtutorial/  
 
 Web of Science (WoS) 

• Web of Science covers over 8,000 international journals in the sciences, 
social sciences, and arts and humanities. Coverage: 1975 to the present. 
Basic truncation symbol is the asterisk: *. 

 
• Tutorial:  http://scientific.thomson.com/tutorials/wos7/ 

 
 Biological Abstracts 

• Biological Abstracts covers agriculture, biochemistry, biomedicine, 
biotechnology, genetics, botany, ecology, microbiology, pharmacology, 
and zoology. Coverage: 1980-2003 Approximately 90% of the records 
include abstracts. Basic truncation symbols are the dollar sign: $ or the 
colon :. 

 
The basic logic for searching most databases is the same, but each database has its 
own quirks.  If you are searching by topic, you will want to do several searches using a 
variety of key words describing your topic.   
 
Start by going to the Libraries’ homepage (http://www.lib.umn.edu/).  Find the box 
entitled “Articles and More” on the right-hand side of the page.  You can find article 
databases and indexes by subject or by name.  
   

 
1. PubMed 

Click on “P” and scroll down the page until you come to “PubMed - U of M Students, 
Staff & Faculty”.  Be sure to use the version for U of M and not the public version, 
which only provided limited access to articles.  
 
You can search PubMed with general key words, or by using the more specific 
MeSH controlled vocabulary. 

An Introduction to MeSH® Vocabulary 

MeSH is the acronym for "Medical Subject Headings." MeSH is the authority list of 
the vocabulary terms (also known as controlled vocabulary) used for subject analysis 
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of biomedical literature at National Library of Medicine and is used to help impose 
uniformity in the indexing and cataloging of materials in the Medline database. MeSH 
terms are arranged in a hierarchical categorized manner called MeSH Tree 
Structures and are updated annually. As many as 15 headings may be assigned to 
an article. 

Examples of MeSH Headings:  
 

• body weight 
• dental cavity preparation 
• radioactive waste 
• kidney 
• self medication 
• brain edema 

 
Indexers can also assign Subheadings to further describe a particular aspect of a 
MeSH concept. 
 

Examples of Subheadings:  
 

• diagnosis 
• surgery 
• metabolism  
• pathology.  

 
In addition to assigning MeSH terms that describe the topic of the article, the indexer 
provides terms that reflect: 
 

• the age group of the population studied  
• the nature of the studies: e.g., human vs. animal, male vs. female  
• the material represented (Publication Types) e.g., Clinical Trials, 

Editorial, Review  
 
2. Web of Science (WoS) 

 
The default screen is “Quick Search”. 
You may want to go to “General Search” for more search options. 
Uncheck “Arts & Humanities” and “Social Sciences” in “Database Options” in the 

lower left hand corner. 
 Use the wild card/truncation  *  to expand searches. 
  e.g.: gene* will return gene, genetic, genetics 
 Advanced Searches need Field Tags and Boolean Operators: 
  e.g.:  AU=suslick k* AND TS=sonochemistry 
   (AU=(tillman d*) AND (AU=marion t*)) AND PY=2007    

 (AU=(tillman d*) OR (AU=marion t*)) AND PY=2007 
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3. Biological Abstracts 

 
Choose to login with your University ID (x500 ID) and password.  This will give you 
increased functionality (session recovery, saved search strategies, and the like).   
 
The default screen is Advanced Keyword Search. 
Use limits to screen out unwanted results. 
Use truncation ($) to broaden searches. 
  e.g.:    gene$ will return gene, genetic, genetics 
Try mapping to subject heading to increase results. 

 
 
Part II:  Using RefWorks 
 
 

A. Creating an Account 
a. Start at Library homepage.  
b. Find the link for RefWorks in the left-hand column.  
c. Click link and follow directions 

i.   If you are connecting from off-campus, you will be asked to login with your 
     U of MN ID & password at this point  

   ii.   Note: Your password should not be the same as your U of MN password.  
 

B. Adding Records 
a. Manually 

i.  Go to Reference  
ii. Click on Add New Reference  
iii. Choose the citation style that you need to use under the View Fields   

 used by drop-down menu. This will show the required fields for data 
 entry for a particular style.  

iv. Under the In Folder(s) menu select your folder.  
v. In the Ref Type drop-down menu, choose the reference type that you will  

    be entering.  
vi. Enter the information from your reference in the appropriate fields.  
vii. Click on Save Reference  

b. Direct Export from U of M Databases  
i. Many databases now have a “Direct Export” function, which allows you to 

get your citations from the database to RefWorks with the click of a 
button.  There is a list of these databases available at: 
http://www.lib.umn.edu/site/refind.phtml.  Often, this tool can be  
found on the “Saved Records” page or the “Export” page. 
 

C. Creating a bibliography 
a. Click “Bibliography” button on top menu bar. 
b. Select citation style and which folder or list you want to use. 
c.   Click “Create Bibliography” button. 


