Scientific Literature – What it is and how to use it
Scientific literature can be broken down into two broad categories:

1.  Primary Literature

· the first publication of original results – authors actually did the research

· found in scholarly journals

· written in a way similar to your lab reports with Introduction, Methods, Results, and Discussion

· examples:  Nature, Science, Journal of ______, American Naturalist, etc.

2.  Secondary Literature

· not original results, but reporting of someone else’s work

· written as a description, summary, or interpretation of the work

· easier to read 

· examples:  Scientific American, encyclopedias, textbooks, popular books, newspapers

Most people do not read primary literature because it is often specialized and difficult to wade through.  However, if you really want to see the data and be able to interpret it for yourself while understanding what the researchers actually did, you have to read the primary literature.  Secondary literature filters the information giving you only pieces and a third party’s interpretation.

How to find relevant primary literature

Go to the library website and click on “Online Databases”.  In the list of databases, choose one that looks good.  BioOne and Academic Search Premier might be good ones to begin with.

These links take you to a search page for the databases.  Using the fields, tell the database to search for relevant terms.  For example, if I wanted to do a paper on cheetahs, I would type in “cheetah” which probably gives hundreds of results.

Now I have two options, I can look through those hundreds of results or I can choose to narrow my search by adding words.  For example, I might want to look for papers on cheetah diets, so I could type in “diet” in the second search field which likely narrows my results dramatically.  It’s a good idea to start your search broadly and then work down by narrowing it.  If you have trouble finding papers, try other search strategies such as using the Latin name of your species instead of the common name or synonyms for words.
So now you have a list of a few titles that seem relevant.  How do you know if you want to actually read the paper?  If you click on the title of the paper, you will likely get an abstract (or summary).  Read through a few of these until you find a paper that sounds relevant, interesting, and understandable.
Now how do you get the whole paper?  For some of your citations, there will be a link right on the database page indicating that you can download a pdf of the paper right there.  Most will not have these links.  For these, write down the important information including authors, title, journal source, volume, date, page numbers.  Then, go back to the library home page and to the “Journal Locator”.  Type in the beginning of the journal name and the site will tell you if the library has immediate access to the journal.  If it does, click on the link for the journal name and it will tell you if we have it in print (including years we have) or if we can access it online (if so, there will be a link).  If the library does not hold the journal you want, you can still get the paper by requesting it through Interlibrary Loan (the link for which is on the library home page.)

How to read primary literature
It is a mistake to just read a primary article straight through once and then think you’re done.  There is too much information, most of it new and difficult, to do this – even for trained scientists.

First of all, it is best to already be familiar with your topic.  Therefore, read some information from the secondary literature first so you get comfortable with terminology and basic facts.  Then, read the title and abstract of your paper.  Make sure you understand the basic idea of what the authors did.  Keep a dictionary handy so you can look up any words you don’t know.

Next, read the Introduction.  The Introduction contains information that is already known and explains the questions that will be addressed by the research that follows.  Again, look up any words you don’t know.  Following this, read the Methods section, but don’t strain yourself too much here.  Get the gist of what was done, but don’t dwell on specifics, especially of the statistical analyses.

For the Results section, focus mainly on the tables and graphs.  Read the text, but it will likely contain a lot of statistical jargon that will be unfamiliar to you.  Don’t panic over it.  What’s important is to understand the general trends that were found.  Spend a lot of time really understanding what the graphs are telling you.

Read the Discussion and refer back to the graphs and tables when needed.  The Discussion is where the authors tell you what they think the results mean.  You will likely have to read the Discussion a few times and spend time flipping back and forth between the Results and Discussion to really understand what they are trying to tell you.
How to use the information from the primary literature

Please do not quote directly from your sources.  The way to use sources in your own papers is to summarize in your own words what the researchers found.  For example, instead of quoting directly the passage below:
“From the percentage frequency of occurrence in kill records, impala emerged as the most common prey species for cheetahs (males 70.7%, females 64.6%), wild dogs (67%), leopards (males 47.1%, females 48%), and female lions (40%).  Warthog was the second most common prey species taken by female lions (11%), male leopards (11%) and male cheetahs (7%), while duiker came second for female leopards (20%) and wild dogs (16.2%).  After impala the next most common prey species taken by female cheetahs were steenbok (11.8%) and duiker (11.4%).” (Radloff & DuToit 2004)
you should pick out only the information you need and summarize in context of your paper.  For example:

In the wild, impala constitute 65% or more of a cheetah’s diet.  Secondary prey preferences differ between the sexes, however, with male cheetahs preferring warthogs and females preferring steenbok and duiker (Radloff & DuToit 2004).

When citing any source in papers, posters, or lab reports, use the in-text method demonstrated above with authors’ last names and year.  If there are more than two authors, use the first author’s name and et al. 
On your works cited page, the proper format for a citation in the sciences is as follows:

Radloff, F.G.T. and J.T. Du Toit.  2004.  Large predators and their prey in a southern African savanna:  a predator’s size determines its prey size range.  Journal of Animal Ecology.  73:410-423.

Your Assignment
Choose a species (it’s probably a good idea to choose the one you think you might use for one of your species fact sheets) and something interesting about its habitat or behavior.  Using the online databases from our library webpage, locate a primary research article about your species that you might use in your paper.  
Locate and be able to show me the following information about your article:  Title, Author(s), Source, Year, Pages, if the library has your article and how you would get access to it.
