
Evaluating Periodicals
There are three general types of periodicals: general interest magazines, trade publications, and scholarly journals.  It is important to understand the differences between these three and to be able to classify a title you are using in your research..

You are already familiar with general interest magazines.  These are publications you will find in drug stores and at the checkout lanes in grocery stores, as well as bookstores and libraries.  Magazines are aimed at the general public, although they may appeal to certain groups such as sports fans or homemakers. They are generally colorful, designed to catch the readers’ attention while sitting on the newsstand. Advertisements are common in these publications and generally have wide appeal but of course will focus on the magazine’s target audience. Many of these titles are published frequently, weekly or monthly for example. The articles are written by professional writers or journalists and are relatively short.  Notes/bibliographies are rare.

Trade publications are similar to magazines in that they are generally colorful with shorter articles and many advertisements.  They are different in that they are targeted toward members of a specific profession, such as teachers, nurses, fire fighters, or retailers. The articles may be written by professional writers who specialize in the field or by guest writers who work in the field.  Products and services relevant to the occupation are advertised. Their frequency may vary and there may be notes or a bibliography, but generally nothing extensive.
Scholarly journals are designed to share research in a specific field. The authors are experts in the journal’s topic and the audience is composed of the members of that discipline.  There are few, if any, advertisements and illustrations are generally limited to charts, graphs, and tables.  Most of these titles are published less frequently, perhaps quarterly or twice a year. The articles are long and include many notes and a bibliography. The articles in most scholarly journals are reviewed by other experts in the field before being published, a process called ‘peer review.’

Sometimes a publication will be difficult to classify.  If your professor has specified the type of periodical you may use for your assignment and you have any doubt about how to classify a title, check with your professor before using it.
