How to Review a Technical Paper

Reviews are done because the author will want his paper read, understood and appreciated by as many people as possible.

Therefore it is in his interests to repair any problems before it is circulated.

There are 3 types of reviews

· Anonymous

· Friendly 

· Internal
Anonymous 

An editor solicits a referee to review an article who returns the work without an ID on it.

Friendly

Authors send drafts of articles or reports to other experts and solicits their comments.  The reviewer is known to the author.

Internal

The review is being done by someone inside your company, university or organization.

Review Format

1.  Title and author of paper


2.  Summary of paper

1-3 sentences long & shows you understand the paper.  Also shows you can summarize it more concisely than the author in his/her abstract.

3.  Good things about the paper (one paragraph)

This is especially necessary if the review is critical.

4.  Major comments
Discuss the author’s assumptions, technical approach, analysis, results, conclusions, reference, etc.  Be constructive, if possible, by suggesting improvements.

5.   Minor comments

Comments on style, figures, grammar, etc.  If these are poor and detract from the overall presentation, then they may become “Major comments”.  It is acceptable to write these comments in bullet form.

6.   Recommendations

If they want to publish … recommendations are publish as is,   publish after corrections have been made, reject.


What makes a good paper?

1. Abstract

2. Introduction

3. Body of the Paper 

4. Conclusion

5. References

6. Tables

7. Figures (and captions)

Abstract

Does it summarize the paper?

Does it include the conclusions as well as the original problem?

Is it a mini-paper?

Introduction


Should explain why the topic is important.

 
The audience for the paper should determine scope.  

e.g. If a paper on a new medicine to treat cancer for American Medical Journal, it is unnecessary to have to explain what cancer is.  

The Body of the Paper

Technique – argument, comparison, problem/solution, cause/effect

Results 

Discussion

The Body of the Paper 

…Is the part most requiring the reviewer’s attention or expertise.  

· If the paper has done an analysis of something -- Are the approach and analysis clearly described

· Consider the audience

· Is too much data presented?

· Is there enough detail?

The Body of the Paper continued

· Make suggestions on where deletions can be made.

· While reading the Body of the Paper consider the topic as a whole.

· Is this enough information for one paper or two?

· If there is a page limit the author might not add enough detail.

Conclusions

· Should follow the Body of the Paper

· There should be no surprises or most important, no new material introduced.

· Some authors try to broaden their conclusions by “reaching” for results produced elsewhere… this is unacceptable.

References

· Provide clues to author’s approach.  

· The paper can be suspect if the references are old or obsolete.

· A reference consisting of only the author’s work should be considered with skepticism and scrutinized. 

· The referee may be able to spot omissions.

· Has the author forgotten some important references?

· Can you help the author by providing citations yourself?

Tables, Graphs & Figures

· Can be vital components of a paper, but only if thoughtfully used.

· Is every table and graph necessary?

· Perhaps use of a citation of a table or graph from a source can strengthen the paper.

1.  The reviewer should provide an honest, critical assessment of the research.  

2.  The reviewer’s job is to analyze the strengths & weaknesses of the research, provide suggestions for the improvement

The purpose of peer review is to ensure 

1) Quality, checking that no mistakes in procedure or logic have been made

2) That the results presented support the conclusion drawn 

3) That no errors in citations to previous work have been made 

4) And, very importantly, that the work is original and significant.
