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NedEd 

Critical Appraisal Masterclass 

Introduction 

Ok, so maybe a masterclass is going a bit too far, but this should hopefully be educational. 

 

Critical Appraisal is not exactly the most exciting of topics, but it is something we need to be able to 

do to a certain level of competency. I can’t say that Medical School particularly prepared me to 

critique and understand a journal article in depth, but I did dutifully learn the definition of specificity 

and sensitivity, roughly what a p-value meant and I could have a go at making a 2x2 table for exams. 

Then I neatly filed that to the back of my memory to be replaced by things I thought would be more 

useful in my career, like the code for every hospital cupboard (C1234X) and the phone number of my 

local Indian restaurant. 

 

Alas, Critical Appraisal was brought back to the forefront of my mind as I embarked on an Academic 

Career, and the Royal College of Emergency Medicine decreed “Critical Appraisal For All” with the 

ingeniously named “Critical Appraisal” exam. 

 

It was at this point I realised I had never properly learned the skills to evaluate and understand 

medical literature as I opened the “unknown unknowns” of my Johari Window. I am not touting 

myself as a Critical Appraisal guru, but I have found some useful resources and developed some skills 

on my journey towards Critical Appraisal Nirvana. 

 

So what follows is not so much of a masterclass, but a guide from someone who has started from 

scratch themselves. 

 

As with any guide, this will be continually updated, so make sure you are using the newest version 

(see footer) of the ‘Lonely Planet’ for Critical Appraisal. 
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Resources 

Rather than re-invent the wheel, I will start you off with a few links to some useful resources.  

There is no prescriptive way of how to approach Critical Appraisal, apart from the prescriptive 

checklists provided below, but these will keep you on the straight and narrow and make sure you 

evaluate papers in a systematic way.  

 

SIGN checklists: https://www.sign.ac.uk/what-we-do/methodology/checklists/ 

SIGN have very kindly developed checklists to assess the methodology of different study types, and 

have even been so kind as to provide extra explanatory notes. These will help you identify strengths 

and weaknesses of most papers. 

 

Critical appraisal of a journal article: (lots of great links at the end of this too) 

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/child-health/support-services/library/training-and-clinical-information-

support/critical-appraisal-resources 

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/child-health/sites/child-health/files/library_critical_appraisal_handout_0.pdf 

UCL provides a comprehensive set of useful links, as well as a good overview of Critical Appraisal. 

 

Resources for critical appraisal: (see also their link for “Resources for Journal Clubs”) 

A few more useful resources. 

http://www.londonlinks.nhs.uk/groups/clinical-librarians-information-skills-trainers-group/trainers-

toolkit/resources-for-critical-appraisal 

 

How to read a paper: (also available in book form) 

Good in book form, good in PDF form. Read however you choose… 

http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/resources-readers/publications/how-read-paper 

 

How to prepare and present at a journal club: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258857561_How_to_prepare_for_and_present_at_a_jo

urnal_club/link/571e97bd08aefa648899a39a/download 

Would you believe a surgeon? Hopefully so, as a few of them have written a guide on how to 

present at a Journal Club. 

 

 

 

https://www.sign.ac.uk/what-we-do/methodology/checklists/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/child-health/support-services/library/training-and-clinical-information-support/critical-appraisal-resources
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/child-health/support-services/library/training-and-clinical-information-support/critical-appraisal-resources
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/child-health/sites/child-health/files/library_critical_appraisal_handout_0.pdf
http://www.londonlinks.nhs.uk/groups/clinical-librarians-information-skills-trainers-group/trainers-toolkit/resources-for-critical-appraisal
http://www.londonlinks.nhs.uk/groups/clinical-librarians-information-skills-trainers-group/trainers-toolkit/resources-for-critical-appraisal
http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/resources-readers/publications/how-read-paper
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258857561_How_to_prepare_for_and_present_at_a_journal_club/link/571e97bd08aefa648899a39a/download
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258857561_How_to_prepare_for_and_present_at_a_journal_club/link/571e97bd08aefa648899a39a/download
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Presenting at Journal Club 

Using the tips from our Surgical friends (above), articles can be presented succinctly using your 

friend and mine, Microsoft Powerpoint. For the surgeons those amongst us who would like a helping 

hand in writing a presentation, see the template provided in the Critical Appraisal Resources Section. 

 

Points to consider 

Hypothesis 

• What is the research question? Is it well constructed? Does it observe the four basic 

components (PICO) of a good research question?  

• Population – who was studied?  

• Intervention – what was the intervention tested?  

• Control – what was the alternative that the intervention was compared to?  

• Outcome – what was the nature of the outcome measured? 

 

Study design 

• The study type: Is it appropriate to the research question and the subject under 

investigation 

• The study population: Can the results of the study be translated to the general population? 

Is the patient group representative of the normal population? If not, is this addressed in the 

text? 

• Randomization: How are the participants allocated into the groups?  

• Bias: Is the research method exposed to bias? Has randomization been used to reduce 

experimenter bias? What form of blinding or masking has been used to reduce experimental 

or observational bias? 

• Inclusion and exclusion criteria: Are these appropriate and clearly stated? Can you identify 

any oversights that may affect the validity of the study? 

 

Method 

• Was the method and approach to the study appropriately diligent? Were processes 

consistent? Was follow up complete and consistent in each group? What outcome measures 

were used and were they appropriate?  

• Are the statistical tools adopted suitable and correctly interpreted by the investigators?  

• Have the authors made a power statement? What significance level has been used (P 

value)? Has the power of the study been stated, does it exceed 80%? Was a power analysis 

carried out? Was this before the study or post-hoc? Is the study sufficiently powered to 

eliminate errors? Do the data exhibit low variability? What is the effect size?  
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Results 

• Are the results clearly stated? Have any results been ignored and why? Is the result 

statistically significant? 

 

Discussion 

• Discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the study. Do the results support the conclusions?  

• Consider the statistical significance vs the clinical significance? Does the article acknowledge 

the relevant literature and other approaches? Before concluding, the authors will often 

include a discussion of the limitations of the study. Close attention should be paid to this to 

ensure a fair appraisal of the author’s claims. Have the authors declared any conflicts of 

interest? 

 

Text adapted from Bowles et al. How to prepare for and present at a journal club. British Journal of 

Hospital Medicine, October 2013, Vol 74, No 10, pp. 150-152. 

 

Post-presentation discussion 

After your (wonderfully formatted) presentation, you will want to open up discussion to the floor 

(even if the floor does not want the discussion). To encourage your keen audience to participate, 

rather than avoid eye contact in the hope you don’t pick them to answer, consider a few starting 

points of conversation: 

1. Open it up to the floor- overall good article or bad article? 

2. Positive points 

3. Negative points 

4. Did it answer the question it set out to and is this relevant to clinical practice? 

5. Can we draw any conclusions from this article? 

6. What can we take away from this to use in day to day practice (if anything)? 
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Summarising a paper 

Although not the most exciting task, of an already rather dry topic, summarising a paper is actually 

of some good use. It will make sure you: 

A. Read the paper 

B. Understand what you have read (or have at least tried to) 

C. Have made an effort of processing what you have read 

 

The FRCEM Critical Appraisal exam makes you summarise their chosen article in 200 words, which I 

think is actually a useful target- you pick out the pertinent points, but don’t spend too long doing it. 

So, I think that is what you should be aiming for with this. 

 

I would suggest using the following format: 

Background 

Objective 

Method (Population, Intervention, Comparator, Outcome) 

Results 

Conclusion 

 

That’s 9 subheadings, so about 20 words per subheading should do you i.e. 1-2 lines each. This will 

give you a nice little synopsis, rather than having to wade through 5 or 6 pages of information. 


