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Peer Review Who teaches the referee? D Isaacs Department of Allergy, Immunology and Infectious Diseases and Department of Education, Children’s Hospital at Westmead, Westmead, and, University of Sydney, New South Wales, Australia



Key words: peer review; referee; scientific paper. Health-care professionals in training are often given lectures on how to write a scientific paper, or they attend journal clubs, which teach them to read critically a scientific paper. What bridges the gap between the writing and the reading of a paper, however, is the peer review process. Virtually all scientific journals send submitted papers to one or more expert referees for an expert opinion. Peer-reviewed scientific papers are held in higher esteem than those that are not subject to peer review. Because we believe that the process of peer review has the potential to improve significantly content and readability, the editors of the Journal of Paediatrics and Child Health send all papers, including commissioned annotations, to referees. Although most editors favour the peer review process, it is not universally accepted, because of concerns about standardization and objectivity. Kumar sent a ‘sham’ paper to seven reviewers and rated their reviews as less than optimal.1 TEACHING THE REFEREE TO REFEREE One significant gap in the peer review process, is how we teach the referee to referee.2 Football referees have to undergo professional training and even to sit exams before they are qualified. The referee of a scientific paper however, is generally given little or no guidance, and is expected to learn on the job. Well-designed teaching about the peer review process would be ideal. However most of us learned by osmosis, if at all, how to referee a paper before being thrown into the deep end to learn the process as best we could by trial and error. One university department has developed an exercise whereby students are taught to read a scientific article at three different stages of their training, and write a two-page critique at each stage. The critiques are then assigned to other students for peer review.3 This exercise helped introduce students to peer review and to appreciate the difficulty of judging the merit of a peer’s work, but there was no formal evaluation of the benefits of the exercise. In contrast, another department developed a detailed method for teaching undergraduates about the scientific publishing process. Students had to write a ‘term paper’, which was reviewed anonymously by peers. Evaluation showed that use of the method resulted in improved grades, much higher quality of the final manuscript, greater objectivity in grading and improved understanding of the importance of peer review.4



CONTENT OF REVIEWS The Oxford English Dictionary gives two definitions of the adjective ‘critical’. When talking of critical review of a scientific paper, editors intend to imply skilful analysis of its content. Unfortunately, referees still occasionally take the term critical review too literally, using ‘critical’ in its other sense of ‘censorious’ or ‘fault-finding’. FJ Ingelfinger, the legendary editor of the New England Journal of Medicine, wrote an article, published on Christmas Day 1975, in which he urged referees to follow the lead of St. Paul and be charitable in their comments to the authors of papers.5 Ingelfinger wanted all reviews to be signed because, in his nine years as editor, he had ‘never seen an abrasive or insulting word used by a reviewer who identified himself’. In contrast, another journal editor thought that reviews should be anonymous because anonymity improved freedom of expression. However, he urged referees to write respectfully as if the review was not anonymous, and the referee was speaking personally to the author.6 It might be even better if the referee tried to imagine it was his or her own paper being reviewed, and how he would feel if the review was unduly scathing or sarcastic. Pyke had a number of ‘simple rules’ for referees, most of which are as valid today as when published in 1976.6 He suggested, among other things: 1 Be prompt. 2 Be lenient: err in favour of publication because ‘a borderline paper published is not a sin, but a reasonable paper rejected is a shame’. 3 Don’t nitpick: try to look at the big picture, not minutiae. 4 Don’t get bogged down in detail: read the paper quickly the first time to get a general feel, before going into it in more depth. Pyke ends by saying that there are no absolute rules in refereeing, because medical publishing thrives on variety. Our own Journal’s guidelines, available electronically or in paper form on request, are very similar. We ask referees to be prompt, polite and honest, for example if they are ignorant of a statistical test. We also ask each reviewer to look at the big picture and to be a referee not an editor. Typographic errors are picked up and addressed by the editing process; we do not require referees to go through the manuscript line by line.



Correspondence: Professor David Isaacs, Department of Allergy, Immunology and Infectious Diseases, Children’s Hospital at Westmead, Locked Bag 4001, Westmead, NSW 2145, Australia. Fax: +61 2 9845 3421; email: [email protected] Accepted for publication 16 February 2004.



398 DELEGATION BY SENIOR REFEREES One way in which trainees can learn the peer review process is to be introduced to it by their supervisors. It is perfectly acceptable for senior referees to ask their trainees to read scientific papers, which they have been asked to referee, subject to considerations of confidentiality. The supervisor can then discuss with the trainee how to write a referee’s report, sticking to the format requested by the journal editors. Who better than an experienced referee to teach trainees how to be a referee?



D Isaacs themselves in this way. Whether our future referees are able to attend courses to help them learn to be good referees, or whether they learn from their supervisors, the Journal will continue to depend on the peer review process to maintain scientific standards.
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