Medical writing - Critical appraisal of academic articles
Aim of this practical session:  acquiring basic skills for correct scientific medical writing
Utility: 

· correct writing of your graduation thesis and of other personal research, either for full-text publishing in journals or for proceedings publishing of conferences / congresses that you will attend
· critical appraisal of academic papers that you will read as part of your continuous medical education (C.M.E.)
Scenario

	You need to practice your knowledge about correct scientific medical writing. You find an interesting article published in a journal and read it in order to identify which of its elements have been written correctly and which could have been written better. 


Requirements:

1) Read the paper Article (en).pdf and evaluate it regarding the quality of medical writing. 
2) Underlined answers show you how the article should have been written correctly.

3) In the critical appraisal guide found below, highlight the correct answers in red (e.g. yes, no). 
4) Don’t mark “yes” if you can only presume what the authors have done but it is not clearly stated in the text. You should only appraise what authors have clearly stated in the article. 
5) If the guiding structure requires answers or examples, write the required answer after the colon-sign and mark it red, as well.
6) Sometimes another answer, such as “not applicable” or “deductible from context” can be more appropriate. Feel free to add such answers, if suitable.
Critical appraisal guide:
Title: Too concise (yes, no)? Too precise (yes, no)? Length (no. of words is less than 15? – relative limit): (adequate, inadequate)? Strong (forte) position (the first words – here the most important concepts should be stated) (which are the words in forte position? : ...).

Introduction: Presents the general aspect of the subject (yes, no); Presents the particular aspect of the subject (no, yes – example: ...); The study motivation (yes, no); The aim of the study is clearly stated at the end of the chapter (yes, no) – copy the statement of the aim: ...; Are there any statements unjustified by references? (no, yes – example: ...).

Material and methods:  The authors explain on whom or on what they have performed their study (example: ...); Inclusion criteria are clearly stated (no, yes - example: ...); Exclusion criteria are clearly stated (no, yes - example: ...); The study design is presented (e.g. series of consecutive cases, retrospective, prospective, randomized clinical trial) (no, yes - example: ...); Description of the sample (e.g. age, gender, socio-professional characteristics, symptoms, morphology, etc.) (no, yes - example: ...); Do the authors explain what they tried to evaluate? (no, yes - example: ...); Do the authors explain what they tested/compared/computed? (no, yes - example: ...); Do the authors explain which statistical methods they have used? (no, yes - example: ...);  Is the tense of the verbs appropriate? (yes/no; past/present). ERRORS: Are there any comments, explanations, comparisons? (no, yes - example: ...);
Results: Do the authors present both positive and negative results? (positive result if p<0.05, negative otherwise) (no, yes - example: ...); Nothing else than results (no, yes - example: ...); Is the tense of the verbs appropriate? (yes/no; past/present); Are data included that describe the sample? (no, yes - example: ...);  ERRORS: Are there any comments, explanations, comparisons, allusions to the studied population or the method? (no, yes - example: ...); Are marginal results, that are not linked to the aim of the study, also presented? (no, yes - example: ...); Are references placed in this chapter? (no, yes - example: ...); are there results of other studies (no, yes - example: ...);  
Figures and tables: Understandable regardless of their context (yes, no); Referred to in the text (yes, no); Numbered in order of insertion (yes, no). ERROR: Same information in both figures and tables (redundant) (no, yes - example: ...);
Figures have proper legends and properly defined axes, including units of measurement if appropriate (yes, no); their titles are inserted below (yes, no); numbered using indo-arabic numerals (yes, no).

Tables have their titles inserted above them (yes, no); contain correct units of measurement in headers, if appropriate (yes, no); overall and partial totals are coherent and add-up to 100% (yes, no).
Numbers not too many decimals (yes, no);

Discussions: The authors explain whether the aim of their research has been reached or not (yes, no); main results are summarized (yes, no); the authors write a critical appraisal of the quality and validity of their results (yes, no); they discuss whether the number of subjects has been sufficient in order to draw conclusions (yes, no); they discuss whether the chosen method has been optimal in solving the research question (yes, no); they discuss why they have preferred it over other methods (no, yes – why have they?); they compare the obtained results with those of other authors (yes, no); they express a critical appraisal of other similar works (yes, no); ERRORS: repeating all results already presented in chapter Results (yes, no). Repeating what has been said in chapter Introduction (yes, no); Citing an author without mentioning him as a proper reference (yes, no).

Abstract: it must provide answers to the following questions: Why was the research performed (yes, no); How was the research performed (yes, no); What has been found (yes, no); What conclusions may be drawn (yes, no). The length of an abstract varies depending on the publishing journal (generally between 150-300 words – how many words, approx: ...); 

ERRORS: the abstract contains references, figures, tables, abbreviations (yes, no); it presents results that don’t appear in chapter Results (yes, no); it reports on the results of other authors (yes, no).

Regarding the whole article: 

References (the system depends on the publishing journal; generally, medical journals observe the Vancouver system): references are inserted in the text, immediately after the corresponding statement (yes, no); References appear in chapters: title (yes, no), abstract (yes, no), results (yes, no).
Overall style: correct use of tenses (yes, no); (past tense for past actions, present tense for well established notions); objective, neutral tone (avoiding emotional expressions like “fantastic”) (yes, no).
Overall precision: choose between: weak / rather weak / moderate / rather good / good.
Overall clarity: choose between: weak / rather weak / moderate / rather good / good.
Additional questions:
 
Use the evaluation criteria practiced above, to review the elements of scientific papers presented below (criteria for charts and tables are repeated below, for your convenience):

Figures and tables: Understandable regardless of their context (yes); Referred to in the text (yes); Numbered in order of insertion (yes). Same information in both figures and tables (redundant) (no).
Figures have proper legends and properly defined axes, including units of measurement if appropriate (yes); their titles are inserted below (yes); numbered using indo-arabic numerals (yes).

Tables have their titles inserted above them (yes); contain correct units of measurement in headers, if appropriate (yes); overall and partial totals are coherent and add-up to 100% (yes).

Specific criteria for specific types of graphs:

· Pie charts: categories should be indicated in the legend or the chart (yes);

· Histograms: columns should be joined (yes); the legend is useless (yes);
· Graphs comparing averages: say what the chart bars represent (e.g. 1 or 2 standard deviations, 1 or 2 standard errors or the 95% confidence interval) (yes); groups must be specified on the chart (yes).
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 1) Review the chart below:
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Write what's wrong in the above chart (if applicable):
   
 
2) Review the chart below:
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Fig. 1 Age at onset according to the association with autoimmune diseases
Write what's wrong in the above chart (if applicable):
    
3) Review the chart below   :
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Write what's wrong in the above chart (if applicable):
4) Evaluate the following table:
Table no. 3 Distribution of variable digital ulcers
	 
	No..
	% (95% CI)
	Total cholesterol (mg/dl)
	

	yes
	72
	57.143% (48024-65918)
	181.3 (32.1) (mg/dl)
	

	no
	54
	4 0 .857% (34082-51976)
	196.4 (27.3) (mg/dl)
	


Write what's wrong in the above table (if applicable):
5) Specify the errors (if any) contained by the following statements found in chapter Results of an article: "The average systolic blood pressure of subjects in the group treated with enalapril is 135 mmHg. This result is extraordinary. The values found in literature are of 150 mmHg [19] or 173 [20] mmHg in similar situations. "
 
 
6) Specify the errors (if any) contained by the following statements found in chapter Material and methods of an article: "The blood pressure of the studied subjects was measured with a mercury column sphygmomanometer. This was done since digital sphygmomanometers are not reliable. "
 
 
7) Specify the errors (if any) contained by the following statements found in chapter Introduction of an article: "The aim of the study is to assess the effectiveness of clofibrate compared with placebo in patients with familial hypercholesterolemia. Hypercholesterolemia is an important issue because it can lead to atherosclerosis. In literature we found average values of 233 mg/dl for total cholesterol, respectively 256 mg/dl for subjects treated with clofibrate."
 

Conclusion of this activity: 

Today’s activity helps you to understand correct medical writing for your graduation thesis or other personal research and gives you some practical tools for the appraisal of academic papers that you will read as part of your continuous medical education (C.M.E.)
Save the changes you made to this document, and then close it.  

Attach this Word document to an e-mail message and send it to the address provided by your assisting professor. Specify in the e-mail Subject: Your full name, your group and the title of this activity.



