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In the following Guest Editorial, Kate Chanock shares her experiences with andgtitsiwon
negotiating the review process and getting scholarticles published. Mostly this personal
piece is aimed at helping inexperienced authons leaw to “negotiat[e] these rapids”, though
experienced authors may find much in the piece witich they can resonate (as | did). There
are also some thoughts for reviewers and editonsfkect on.

One thing | would like to reinforce in Kate's pietethe following. As a reviewer, I've had
experience of authors addressing “cosmetic” isqugsnot the substantive ones, without an
explanation as to why they have acted in this waya reviewer, | find this extremely annoying
as it suggests to me that the author is hopingttietreviewer will simply forget their major
criticisms and let work with significant deficiemsi through. Consequently, my recommend-
ation is that in a cover letter to the editor, aushshould explain how they have responded to
each and every one of the reviewers’ comments kctiese off to make sure you get them all),
justifying why you disagree with and hence haveorgd some of the recommended changes.
Even if you can’t convince the referee, it will pglut them in a better mind if they know you
have in fact considered their suggestions rathan gimply ignored them because they are
inconvenient or difficult. You might even convintiee Editor, as | have done on some occas-
ions as an author.

| would also like to remind the readers at thispdiat this journal haslaetters and Comments
section, so if you would like to respond to Katgisce with your own insights and suggestions
for new authors, reviewers or editors, then thaise of the journal provides a forum for doing
So.

Enjoy!

David Rowland
Co-Editor,Journal of Academic Language and Learning
d.rowland@ug.edu.au

Surviving the reviewing process and getting published

As more people in the Academic Language and Legr(i.L) community seek to publish,
perhaps it may help to share our experiences ef ghocess — from all points of view, as
authors, referees, and editors — to orient new reesnto the kinds of experiences that we can
expect when we submit a paper for review in anydewac journal. Across our professional
community there are people who've been negotidtiege rapids for a long time (all wet and
bruised; there is no other way) and people whowamedering whether to try to publish their
first efforts, and a whole range of experiencedtween. | don't think it's ever going to be easy,
but at least it doesn’t have to be mysterious.

Many more things get rejected than accepted, aadyneverything gets sent back to be re-
written. There have always been space constramishmt can be accepted, which are easing
now that we have e-publishing; there’s no longerap on the number of pages a journal issue
can have. The constraints of interest, relevanu gaality remain, however, and these are very
difficult things to judge if you're a prospectivathor. One journal’s interests are not the same
as the next (and if one journal turns you down,tdewen think of not submitting to another!
But first it's a good idea to consider addressirtgatever problems led the first one to reject
your paper .). Criteria of relevance change with all sorts béeges in the context of higher
education, and vary, again, with the audience$@fjaurnals you submit to. At one time, and
with one audience, the “call for” type of paper,amh you argue that colleagues should do this
or that to improve their thinking or practice, resh and timely; at another time, with another
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audience, it's old news. It can be hard, thenegliovthat is going to be considered original, and
what is considered to have “substance”; but readnogind for a while, in the journals you're
considering, before you submit is a good way to aysense of this, as well as essential for
finding the conversations that serve as a nestdor particular egg.

Generally, you need new information, or a new wathimking about old information, and you
need the new to be in dialogue with what's alrebegn published. A paper that does nothing
beyond bringing other people’s ideas together dogmt through; neither does a paper that
doesn’t bring other people’s ideas together. Howlimaf this scholarly context you need is
difficult to judge, as is how much background yaed to provide, and what knowledge you
can assume your audience brings to their readingou get this wildly wrong, your paper
won'’t get through; on the other hand, if you getatmewhat wrong, it's one of the things that
referees can be very helpful in commenting on. ¢@firse, you get referees who think you
should have referenced more of their own work! Bait’s easily done, and the slightly soiled
feeling gradually dissipates ....)

This brings us to the problem of how to deal witinttadictory comments from referees. And
what is the editor’s responsibility in mediatingsth In my experience as a writer, contradictory
comments are not just an occasional problem, thaiwe norm. I've published over 50 things,
and only two or three have ever been accepted witbbanges; and usually, there’'s some
consistency between the referees’ criticisms, lsd some divergence. Quite often one review
is the opposite of the other. Here, for instance,the reviews of something which a journal
turned down:
Refereee A wrote:

“... the manuscript reads very much like a novel rathan a scientific

report. As such the manuscript lacks a theoretizalinding in reading

research from which specific hypotheses can bededto data is reported,

from either standardised or experimental tests,thate was no attempt to

measure objectively . Consequently, as this manuscript is purely suivect

in nature | consider it to be totally unsuitable pablication in a prestigious

scientific journal such as thi#eurnal of Research in XX.”
Ouch.
Referee B wrote: “... ACCEPT - it's a delightfully off-the-piste pieckeautifully written ...,
and the only effect of trying to insist on morenoore scholarly ... references would be to take
the bloom off it.”
The editor nicely knocked me back but suggestedhangournal, which did accept the paper
(not without revision, of course).

One of the advantages of getting old is that I'e¢ gsed to this (and keep my “how dare you
send us this paper” reviews as reminders of sulvilat | still go through the Seven Stages of
Resentment:

1. Outrage, noise, unladylike rejoinders

2. Incomprehension

3. More outrage

4. One or two of the comments might make sense

5. There’s a bit of truth in that one

6. I'll just have a go at doing what they said to dwméeh

7. Actually, the paper is a whole lot better for albse revisions.

At least, now | know when | start on 1 that I'm ggito get to 7, so it all takes on a sort of ritual
quality. But what goes on in between, and how dotypto please everybody?

In fact, you can’t always please everybody. Butallguyou can go much of the way toward
pleasing whoever you have to please, which vafies.revision, if “major”, is sent back to the
referee who required it, who then declares him#iesatisfied, or not, and the editors then have
to make a decision. If “minor”, the editors jusadet themselves and make their decision, with-
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out sending it back to the referee(s). Whateverctse, you can decide that some of the comm-
ents are not justified and you think it's bettet tmrevise in response to them, and if so, you
need to explain why your original version is betteditors are reasonable about that, if you are.
At the same time, they have to respect the viewtheif referees — it's not a good practice to

ask somebody to spend time and attention reviewipgper for your journal, and then ignore

what they've said. So you need to do all that yan, én conscience, do to address the criticisms
you've got. If you respond to most, and have gmabsons for questioning others, that's not a
bad balance.

Comments that require changes come in various Kiadd here I'm thinking as a referee or
editor, as well as a writer — I've received, sentand mediated every one of the following kinds
of comments):

1. Your written expression isn’'t very good (and thtéssometimes the reason why a good
conference presentation is not also a good pafdiys is not easy to respond to,
obviously; if you could write better, you would ladone. But maybe you have a more
literate friend/partner/mother/colleague who corddd your paper and advise. Anyway
it's always a good idea to get them on the case (®EE you submit, however
wonderfully you write, because as we all knowwaliting can be improved.

2. You've made a lot of careless errors. This is iditly annoying to reviewers and editors,
as it shows a lack of respect for the whole proj@sst thing is to apologise and
CORRECT THEM ALL. More papers than you would beiexome back, after this sort
of review, with just a few things corrected.

3. Some of the careless errors you've made were é&sluo follow the journal's style
guidelines. Why do people do this? (I was tired. dlready reformatted it for 50 other
journals and | had other mushrooms that needefirgguiVhy can't all journals use the
same style? They should love me for my ideas, nptARA. | was using a different
version of APA ...In short, all the same things students say abotfallowing their
referencing and presentation guidelines in thedags.)

Those are all problems where you just have to tepéet and make the changes if the paper
hasn’t been rejected outright. Moving right alongcomments that give you the opportunity to
make the paper better in ways that you couldn’etfaveseen, or anyway, you didn't ...

4. You overlooked some source or theory or body ofkvibat is very relevant to what you
were discussing. Just be thankful that somebodwknwhat it is, go and read it, and
trowel some in at appropriate junctures.

5. You needed to explain something that not all reaaérthe journal are going to know
about (like the difference between ALL and an Areni writing centre, or what grad-uate
attributes are).

6. You didn’t need to explain something at the greagth you did explain it at.

7. Your paper is about too many things — either yoedrte sharpen the focus, or you need to
make explicit what those many things have to db& wéch other.

8. Too much of the paper is at the wrong level of galitg (too abstract or too specific).

9. You need to give an example with an idea, or t@orepome of your own work to give
substance to what you’re saying.

10. Some stuff needs to be moved around.
All of those, again, are the things we talk aboithwtudents day in, day out. And | think the
best way that people like us can constructivelyengveach others’ papers is to treat it like
working one-to-one with a student — with the samgpect for the person and their efforts,
together with the same respect for what the writiogld become, but hasn’t yet. Equally, the
best way we can use this kind of advice, when wieewriter, is to accept that somebody with
a bit more distance can see the problems we caetand is offering some expertise that will
make our task of revision easier.
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Exceptions to this are:

« If the reviewer didn’'t understand your paper whesally, they ought to have done. One
clue that this is the case is when the other resiedid understand it. If this happens, you
can argue for some of what you'd like to keep, dsb change some things that change is
not going to damage; then the editor will be abladcept your paper without seeming to
ignore the bad reviewer’s contribution.

« If the reviewer wishes you had written the papesythvould have written themselves
instead of the one you wrote — this just isn’t vgrgwn up of them.

« If the reviewer is just an emotionally and intetleadly stunted, ignorant, bullying, rude
and sadistic pond scum, in which case the editéealng for you, not for the reviewer.
Of course, if your paper isn't much good, it stthn't be published. Again, | can’t
emphasise enough the importance of polishing yoankvio the point of publishability
before submitting it, and then complying with editoriaiggestions gracefully (if not
gratefully).

And what is the editors’ responsibility in mediatinontradictory comments? Should the editor
tell the author what they have to do to make tpaper acceptable? I'd like to hear what other
people think about this. | know that no editor kasr offered me advice on this, which makes
me think it isn't standard practice to do so. inthieditors generally leave it to the author to

decide which comments will help them to improve plager, which ones they think are beside
the point, and which ones they can respond to witlamage even if they don't really agree

with them. | suspect that it's not going to be geodugh for an author just to say, well, Referee
B liked it, so let's go with her opinion. It's godtiat Referee B liked it, and that shows that

Referee B is an intelligent, cooperative readehwdund judgement, but even if Referee A is a
slow-witted pedant, so might a lot of the journaiteer readers be, and there’s no harm in doing
a bit to help them understand what you're getting a

One editing practice | favour, though | don’t knofwther journals that do it, is occasionally to
send a paper back more than once if it's promisimg) if the author is not very experienced in
situating, or revising, or restructuring, their Wwopor whatever it needs (not proofreading!). |
think it's useful if an editor is willing to do atlof mentoring as well. It can take a while, but i

can result in a really good publication. But it mo be expected.

What we should expect is timely turnaround, angbii submit to a journal that just sits on your
paper and doesn’t get back to you, it's wise tothskn what's happening. Some of mine seem
to have been used to mop up spills, stabilise unéalale legs, and other functions unconnected
with publication, but the editor has either fouhérn or asked me for another copy when | ask
“about the progress of my paper through the reypescess”. If you don't ask, you won’t hear
any more about it.

Kate Chanock
Humanities Academic Skills Unit, La Trobe University
C.Chanock@latrobe.edu.au




