

4

Dr. Dennis Soltys
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SHORT GUIDE TO JOURNAL PUBLICATION BY JUNIOR SCHOLARS
Writing manuscript submissions to journals needs not be intimidating.  The following is a list of thoughts about submitting manuscripts from the author’s experience.
	The first strategic questions to answer are “To which journal should you submit your manuscript, and at what level of quality and reputation should you start?”   Generally you consider the standard journals in your field, and estimate how realistic your chance of a manuscript acceptance might be with each one.  If you are a younger scholar or need a quick turnaround, you might want to aim for a little lower-quality journal in which you have a better chance of being published.  One dilemma is that is that if you aim low, and your manuscript is accepted, you could regret that you might have been able to be published in a better journal but gave away your chance too easily.  Dilemmas with better-quality journals are that the risk of rejection is higher, you will probably be asked to do more revisions, and the process will take longer.
	For a lesser-ranked journal, a decent thematic introduction and an interesting basic “story” might be good enough for acceptance.  For a top-rank international journal you need to show “engagement with the literature” and also make some theoretical contribution.
	Do not be intimidated by thinking a journal is metaphorically some big dark building full of mystery and hostility inside.  Think of a journal as a human place; and think of the path your manuscript will take once inside the building. The first and most important person along this path is the editor.  An encouraging thought is that the editor needs material for her or his journal; so the editor wants you to succeed.  You can help the editor with her or his problem and get this person on your side.  Be constructive with the editor.

Getting a manuscript published is equal parts science, art, and lottery:
Science – You need to determine a journal’s subject matter and editorial stance, audience, what has been said on your topic recently.  What are the on-going debates?  Where might your own contribution fit in?
	Try to cite some (two or three) recent articles on your topic from your target journal, to show that you are engaging with the journal’s literature.  Do not submit a “generic” manuscript.  You must frame the manuscript specifically for each journal that you try, even though this takes more time.
Art – Positioning and justification in first half page or first page have to be very strong; therefore the introduction is the most important part of the manuscript.  What will be the contribution and value of the published article?  Of course the presentation needs to be interesting and clear, so that the editor will want to finish reading the manuscript.  Solid research and empirical content establish the basic value of the manuscript, and can compensate for other deficiencies.  You need to make manuscript “rich” with interesting information.
Lottery – Journals have their own reasons for publishing or not publishing a manuscript.  If they do not accept the article, it might be because they have already published something on the topic recently; or may be anticipating a conference or contribution from a known scholar on the topic.  	If editors do not accept your piece, it is often not because the piece is not good enough, but because it does not meet the journal’s internal requirements in some way.  A common cause of rejection is simply that a manuscript does not match the journal’s subject-matter or methodology – some journals are more theoretical, others are more applied; some are more oriented on a general audience, others on a specialized audience.  So do not be discouraged, and try another journal.  Finally, be encouraged that of four possible responses three are good (accept as is, accept with minor revisions, accept with major revisions) and you may learn something from the last one (do not accept) because suggestions for improvement may be given.
	Reviewer’s comments can be frank and even painful; but resist both the tendency towards discouragement or resentment.  Try to see the constructive aspects of the reviewers’ comments.  Remember, reviewers are giving up their free time in order to review your manuscript, so they are doing you a favour.  Generally the reviewers’ comments are valid, and you should try to respond to as many of them as possible.  You do not need to agree with all of the reviewer’s comments; but you will need to explain in your response why you disagree.
	The tone of your manuscript should be appropriate.  If you are a junior scholar you can make a contribution, especially by presenting interesting empirical information.  As a junior scholar who has done some solid new research on your topic, it is perfectly legitimate to outline the issues, suggest parameters for discussion, draw the audience’s attention to aspects that other writers have missed, present new facts, indicate fresh interpretations or avenues of inquiry, or discuss the latest literature and arguments surrounding the issues.
Composition and clarity
Editors are busy people.  It goes without saying that your submitted manuscript should be as clear and easy to read as possible.  Simplicity and clarity are more valuable than elegance of style.

The writing stage:  The “C to B to A-minus” approach to writing a manuscript and dealing with editors
	One should consider the submission of a manuscript not as a one-time event, but as an incremental and cumulative process of practically doable small steps or tipping-points.  Further, the writer may assume that editors and reviewers are busy, lazy, bored, or enthusiastic about the topic.  Having in mind numbers one to three, it is up to the writer to make first the editor’s and then the reviewers’ tasks easy; and to make it possible for them to say “yes” to the next stage in the manuscript submission process.  This is done by making the manuscript as absolutely simple, clear, and easy to read as possible.  In the fourth case, editors and readers made enthusiastic by your work may give you a bonus by going out of their way to help you.  In such a, fortunate, case the editors and reviewers may “pull” you along the final distance from an A- to an A, explained below.  The editor can be a great friend.

Build the manuscript from the bottom up:
	(C grade) As with a student essay, a basic amount of background and empirical research earns a “C” grade by providing substance.  Substance is acquired through hard work; it is absolutely essential; and it will earn a sympathetic reading from the editor and reviewers, even if the presentation and academic framing have some shortcomings.  This is something to build on.
	The literature review should be adequate, but the empirical, factual aspects of the manuscript should be over-researched.  A solid empirical base helps make the manuscript interesting, relevant, and original; and stimulates the editor’s enthusiasm.
	The encouraging aspect of substance is that its achievement is entirely within the researcher’s control.  The researcher simply reads or collects data until s/he has more than enough information for an interesting story with solid evidence.
	A C-level manuscript will likely evoke a response from a reviewer such as “this topic has potential” or an “I encourage the writer to re-work the topic,” with suggestions offered.  In a better case, an enthusiastic reviewer might state his/her willingness to re-review the manuscript and help the writer further.
	(B grade) Again as with a student essay, a certain amount of attention to planning, structure, and presentation earns a response in the “B” range.  The editors and reviewers have read your manuscript with a better taste, and you have a broader margin of their patience and tolerance to work with.
	The encouraging aspect of presentation is that this is also largely within the writer’s control.  The writer may expend much care on the manuscript and can ask colleagues to comment on it.  Ask as many colleagues as you need to.  One should not alienate reviewers with anything less than one’s best effort.
	A B-level manuscript has a good chance of evoking a “submit with major revisions” response; and the editor and reviewers will provide useful advice on how to do this.  Note:  a “submit with major revisions” response means literally what it says – “re-submit.”  It is not a rejection. 
	(A- grade) If your manuscript achieves the A-minus level you are almost home.  The A-minus level is defined by an “accept with minor revisions” or “resubmit with minor revisions” reviewer response.  To have reached this level, your manuscript needed to show some originality – a fresh approach, a new empirical-research or theoretical contribution, and be well framed within the literature of your topic.  The good news is that even the requirement for originality is again largely under your control.  How can you be original?  By doing extensive reading of the pertinent literature and conducting extensive empirical research.  Your literature and empirical data will cross-fertilize, and soon you will have more than enough interesting material for an original piece of work.  Conversely, it is impossible to write a good manuscript if it is under-researched!
	The further encouraging thing about this phase of the review process is that the editor and reviewers have by now spent a lot of time on your manuscript, so they are deeply co-opted into the process of bringing the manuscript to publication.  That is, they will likely help pull you across the last short distance to the finish line, because by now they are enthusiastic about your piece.  Only very few manuscripts are at a full A level and elicit an “accept without revisions” on the first try.
	To repeat and summarize, one should consider the submission of a manuscript as an incremental process of small steps or tipping-points.  Therefore, the first step is to catch the editor’s interest in the first paragraph; the second step is to get the editor to like the first page.  Spend four or six times as much effort on framing your Introduction and Conclusion as on the rest of the paper; spend more time on the Introduction than Conclusion.
	A good Introduction is a big accomplishment!  You have induced a busy, lazy, or bored editor to spend three minutes to read your first page.  The editor will read the manuscript to the end now.  A good mood makes it possible for the editor to say “yes” to sending the manuscript for external review.
	Getting the editor to send the manuscript for external review is an even bigger accomplishment!  It is the key accomplishment, because the editor is thereby committing her/his time, the reviewers’ time, and the journal’s resources for a full review.  The editor is also sending the implicit message to the reviewers that the manuscript is at least good enough for a sympathetic reading; and the reviewers will understand the editor’s message in these terms.  Beyond this point you cannot lose, because even if turned down you will obtain valuable suggestions.
	As with the editor, the first paragraph and first page should hold the reviewers’ interest and stimulate their enthusiasm.  The momentum of the process is now well on its way, as described in the “C to B to A-” scenario above.

Essential conceptual points for a journal article:
An article submission should have following essential attributes:
	The manuscript must have something to say.  The manuscript must have at 	least one argument.  The manuscript should have no more than one argument.
	You must state what you intend to do and say in your Introduction.
At least one of:
	Identify and justify the topic.  Define the “space” of the topic.  Delimit the 	topic to something answerable or testable by some method.  Address an 	ongoing debate.
At least one of:
	Provide the real-word context of the topic.  Set the topic set within the context 	of the literature.  Engage the literature.  Adopt an existing model or theory, 	from the literature, for structuring and organizing the presentation.
At least one of:
	Show significance of the topic.  Offer a new insight(s) on the topic.  State the 	contributions of the topic.  Derive the implications of the topic.
At least one of:
	Describe the research methods that will be used.  Reflect upon the methods to 	be used.  Test a question, theory, or hypothesis.  State the theoretical or 	empirical ambitions of the manuscript.  Resolve a question, hypothesis, or 	some issue concerning the topic.
Other points:
	Organization and presentation of the manuscript should be good.  The evidence 	must be solid and persuasive enough to support the weight of your argument.  	Conclusion should reflect and synthesize the material in the text.  What is 	missing from or weak in the purpose, evidence, or argument?  What does the 	manuscript fail to make clear or to support?  This will be noticed by the 	reviewers.

* Have you “made the argument”?
________________________
