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GETTING PUBLISHED: AN EDITOR’S PERSPECTIVE1

Roger E. Kirk
Baylor University

ABSTRACT

The process of publishing journal articles is examined from the perspective of
an editor. Suggestions are given for starting the writing process, producing a good
manuscript, and improving your chances of having your manuscript accepted. The
manuscript review process is discussed as well as reasons why editors reject
manuscripts.

INTRODUCTION

Publishing a journal article can be a daunting process. I examine the publish-
ing process from the perspective of an editor and offer some suggestions for
improving your chances of having your article published. For twenty years I was
the consulting editor in statistics for Brooks/Cole, a division of Wadsworth Pub-
lishing Company. Since then I have had editorial roles in seven publication
venues including thirteen-years as the associate editor of the Journal of Educa-
tional and Behavioral Statistics. My remarks are addressed to those who are just
beginning their publication journey, but experienced authors also may find my
suggestions useful.

Role of Publications In the Academe, Industry, and Government

None of us like the admonition: publish or perish. However, like it or not,
having a track record of publications is the sine qua non for advancing profes-
sionally. To reach your full potential in the academe, industry, and government,
your talents need to be known and appreciated. Publishing helps you accomplish
this. The sum total of your writings, available in libraries around the world and
the Internet, is an important part of your résumé. Writing journal articles is
a natural extension of your dissertation scholarship. Except now, you don’t have 
a major professor looking over your shoulder.

Publication Venues

When you think of publication venues, you probably think of peer-reviewed
journal articles and books. But there are other venues that can contribute to your
résumé. These include chapters in handbooks, encyclopedia articles, on-line jour-
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nal articles, chapters in edited books, book reviews, software reviews, conference
and workshop proceedings, and ERIC Document Reproduction papers. At the
bottom of the list in terms of prestige are technical reports from laboratories, web
page articles, and research reports for funding agencies. You wouldn’t want to
build a résume on, for example, book reviews, but it is probably good to do a few.
A book review suggests that someone thinks that you have sufficient expertise
and discernment to critically evaluate another person’s work. How do you get
invited to do a review? I’ll give some suggestions later.

I expect that most readers of this journal submit articles to quantitative jour-
nals. How many quantitative journals can you name? If you can name ten you are
doing pretty well. My list contains 52 journals and is growing. Fortunately, with
so many journals, there is a publication venue for almost anything that you write.
However, in the eyes of your colleagues, all venues are not equal. The pecking
order among journals in terms of citation and acceptance rates is well known. The
American Psychologists, for example, regularly publishes acceptance rates for all
APA journals. The Institute for Scientific Information’s Journal Citation Reports
provides a wealth of citation information for a variety of journals. Two of their
indices, Total Citations and Impact Factor, are particularly useful for judging a
journal’s quality.

I can’t over emphasize the importance of being familiar with the wide range of
publication venues that are available. I have never written an article that I could-
n’t get published. However, my papers don’t all appear in tier one journals. I
doubt if my dean knows the difference between Educational Researcher and
Educational and Psychological Measurement, but I know that he can count. Do
not take this as encouragement to publish as much as you can without regard to
quality. Publishing only in third-class journals is counterproductive and speaks
volumes about your scholarship. Your focus should be on publishing papers that
are cited by others. If your work is never cited, for professional purposes you
don’t exist.

Getting Down To Writing

Many researchers have a hard time starting the writing process. The problem
often surfaces in junior high and continues through graduate school. I replaced
my procrastination habit with the habit of writing at the same time and the same
place every day. I figured out that I was most productive and creative in the morn-
ing. So I decided to reserve my most productive time for myself. Five days a
week, I get up at 6:15 A.M. and am at my computer by 8:00 A.M. Habits are
wonderful. As I finish the breakfast dishes at 7:55, my mind is already working
on the current writing project. This schedule gives me a 3-hour block of uninter-
rupted time for writing and research. I leave for the university around 11:15, walk
for thirty minutes on the indoor track, have lunch, and teach my first statistics
class at 1:00. One o’clock is not my most productive time, but I can always get up
for a lecture on statistics. I have talked to many productive authors over the years.
Most of them share my compulsion for carving out a fixed block of time each day
for writing and research.
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Producing A Good Manuscript

Producing a good manuscript is not easy. At least a third of the articles and
books that I review are poorly written. How does one become a better writer?
Read the works of authors who are good at the craft of writing and try to figure
out how they do it. This is time well spent. Another technique that I find helpful
is to read aloud what I have written. Sentences that don’t sound well to the ear
don’t read well to the eye.

Several years ago, I was the section editor for an encyclopedia of statistics. I
invited thirty-eight of the leading authorities on experimental design and survey
research to write articles for the encyclopedia. You would think that these authors
would produce flawless prose. Not so. The most common flaw I found was the
tendency to write long, rambling sentences. Consider this gem from a highly
regarded author.

‘‘In the social sciences, dependent variables are typically relatively continu-
ous, and researchers typically attempt to account for or predict the variability
on those dependent variables by factors that they have manipulated, such as
group assignment, and by factors that they have measured, such as a partici-
pant’s level of depression prior to the study and the manipulated factors are
typically discrete variables, whereas those that are measured, although dis-
crete, are more often relatively continuous.’’

The writer has a love affair with certain words such as ‘‘typically’’ and ‘‘relative-
ly.’’ The writer also violated two important rules: if it is possible to leave out a
word, leave it out and if it is possible to rephrase a sentence to make it shorter, do
so.

Most authors have never had a formal course in writing journal articles. Many
of us get our first course in scientific writing from our major professor. In my
case, it was the third member of my dissertation committee. My major professor
and the second committee member approved my dissertation with minor changes.
I got to the same response from the third committee member. This frustrated me
so I asked him if he would give me a little more feedback. At that point his eyes
lit up and for the next two hours he tore my dissertation apart sentence by sen-
tence. That was a crash course in scientific writing that I will never forget. And I
try to provide a similar experience for each of my students.

I never submit an article to a journal without first getting critical comments
from trusted colleagues. It doesn’t take long to discover which colleagues provide
useful feedback. Another way to improve one’s writing is to collaborate with co-
authors who are committed to good writing.

I keep a number of writing resources next to my computer: the APA Publica-
tion Manual; the Harbrace College Handbook; The Little, Brown Handbook;
Words Into Type; and Webster’s Dictionary. After writing over a hundred papers,
I still have to look up answers about style and form in the APA Publication
Manual. And I rarely finish an article without having to look up some point of
grammar in the Harbrace College Handbook. For example, in preparing this arti-
cle, I referred to the Handbook four times and to Words Into Type once.
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Improving Your Chances of Getting Published

As an editor, I am turned off by manuscripts that are poorly written and don’t
adhere to the guidelines in the Publication Manual of the American Psychological
Association. There are five things that you can do to improve your chances of
getting an article published.

1. Have something to say and make sure that someone else hasn’t already
said it.

2. Submit a well-written article. The abstract and first several paragraphs
should present your ‘‘take-home message.’’ You want to hook the editor
early.

3. Match your paper to the journal in terms of subject matter and prestige
level. It is hard for most of us to be objective about the scientific contribu-
tion of things we write. Get feedback from others. If the contribution is
modest, don’t submit it to a top tier journal. Aiming too high risks certain
rejection and delays restarting the submission process for three to nine
months. To find a good outlet for your paper, regularly read many jour-
nals. This gives you a sense of the kinds of articles that the journals pub-
lish and helps you identify publishing trends.

4. Carefully follow the journal’s submission guidelines. The number of
manuscripts I have returned to authors because they failed to follow
submission guidelines would surprise you.

5. Once you have completed a draft of the article, put it aside for at least
three days. Then read it with a critical eye to the flow of ideas, presence
of awkward sentences, and material that can be deleted. I love the revision
stage. By then the bulk of the hard work has been done and the main ideas
are in place. You are at the polishing stage: prune out superfluous materi-
al, make sure that each paragraph has a topic sentence that carries its
weight, add transition sentences to tie sections together, and make sure
that the ideas flow in a logical progression. I spend at least a third to half
of my writing time revising. I have never found a paragraph that I could-
n’t improve if I just stared at it long enough. If your material is publish-
able, the polishing stage can mean the difference between out-right rejec-
tion and provisional acceptance.

The Review Process

Lets assume that you have followed the five recommendations and your
manuscript is in the mail. Within a few days, you will receive a notification from
the editorial assistant stating that the manuscript has been received. In the next
two to three weeks, the editor will read the manuscript and make one of three
decisions: ‘‘must publish,’’ ‘‘send to referees,’’ or ‘‘reject outright.’’ If you hear
back within a month, it either means the editor loved the manuscript and wants it
for his or her journal or it is being rejected. If the editor decides to get reviews, he
will send the manuscript to one of the associate editors, called the action editor.
The action editor will send the manuscript to several reviewers in which case you
are in for a longer waitusually three to nine months.
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The APA flagship journal, Psychological Methods, asks reviewers to address
three issues: (1) technical accuracy, (2) accessibility of the content to a wide
range of readers, and (3) the importance of the methodological issue(s) to the field
of psychology and closely related areas. The reviewer also is asked to make a
recommendation concerning the editorial action: reject or revise. The action
editor is not bound by the reviewer’s recommendation. And the reviewers often
disagree. In such cases, the reviewer’s narrative in support of the recommendation
becomes crucial. For example, one reviewer may have spotted a fatal flaw that
other reviewers missed. Or one reviewer may say, ‘‘reject’’ because he or she
thinks the author is flogging a dead horse. The action editor has to decide whether
the paper sheds new light on the issue or reject because the issue is no longer in
the spotlight. This reviewing process, with slight variations, occurs across most
journals. Psychometrika, for example, asks reviewers to rate papers in a number
of areas: Originality, Substance/content, Usefulness, Readability, Succinctness,
and Accuracy. The reviewer is asked to check one of four categories: (1) Publish
the manuscript in essentially its current form, (2) Accept the manuscript condi-
tionally upon revision, (3) Reject the manuscript with the encouragement to
resubmit, and (4) Reject the manuscript.

If the action editor ‘‘accepts the manuscript conditionally upon revision,’’
respond to all the reviewers’ suggestions and criticisms. In all likelihood, the
same reviewers will see the paper the second time around. When I have spent
three hours providing detailed suggestions and find that the author has chosen to
ignore all of them, I am not a happy reviewer. Some of the reviewer’s comments
may strike you as unimportant or off the mark. Make the changes anyway.
Remember, the reviewers were selected because the action editor considers them
to be experts in the area. In your cover letter, mention how you responded to each
of the reviewers’ suggestions. If, as sometimes occurs, the reviewer missed the
point, gently explain in a reasoned way why you haven’t made the suggested
change.

If you have successfully responded to the reviewers’ comments, eventually
you will see a copy edited manuscript. Your initial response will probably be,
‘‘Why did they make so many changes to my wonderful manuscript.’’ Take a
deep breath and remember that the copy editor has had years of experience pre-
paring manuscripts for publication. Learn from the corrections. Pasted on the
bookshelf next to my APA Publication Manual is a long list of words and phrases
from my articles that copy editors have changed. I regularly review the list so that
I won’t make the same mistakes again. I think of every copy-edited manuscript as
a lesson in how to write good prose.

If your manuscript is rejected, the action editor will send you excerpts from
the reviewer’s comments. These comments are invaluable. If the reviewers were
way off the mark, their comments provide a basis for protesting the rejection.
Know ahead of time that protests are rarely successful. The main reason that
comments are so valuable is that they highlight things that need to be revised. I
think of a rejection as the second step in the submission process. My response to a
rejection is to put the paper aside for a week while I consider alternative journals
and then start revising. Remember, there is a publication venue for almost any
manuscript.
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Ten Reasons Why Manuscripts Are Rejected

Why do editors reject manuscripts? Here are ten reasons, several of which
have nothing to do with you or your manuscript.

1. The journal has a similar article in the pipeline or they have recently
published several articles on the same topic.

2. The article doesn’t fit the journal’s audience.

3. Your major points while interesting have already been said.

4. The manuscript is too long.

5. The manuscript doesn’t conform to the journal’s submission guidelines.

6. The article doesn’t make a sufficient contribution to the literature.

7. The article is poorly written.

8. The article’s conclusions don’t follow from the data or the analyses.

9. The article has a serious technical flaw.

10. The editor had a bad day and rejected everything that crossed his or her
desk.

The Value of Networking

Over and above writing a great paper that pushes the envelop of scientific
knowledge, what else can you do to increase your chances of getting it published?
And what can you do to increase your chances of being invited to participate in
symposia, write chapters in edited books, and do book reviews. My answer is
simple—network with colleagues. When I was chair of the Fellows Committee for
Division 5 (Evaluation, Measurement, and Statistics) of APA, I remember visiting
with a distraught lady whose application for fellow status had been rejected. She
couldn’t understand why. She had done some creditable work in areas related to
Division 5. However, I had never seen her at a Division 5 business meeting. She
admitted that she hadn’t attended any Division 5 programs at the last convention
nor had she ever volunteered to review papers for Division 5 or serve on a Divi-
sion 5 committee. Some people become fellows in Division 5 without doing any
of these things, but networking helps. One of the best places to network is at the
society’s business meeting. Volunteer to be on a committee, and volunteer to
review convention submissions. At conventions, spend some time at the booths of
companies that publish in you area. Tell the acquisition editor that you are inter-
ested in reviewing manuscripts in your area of expertise. When a publisher’s
representative calls on your school, let him or her know that you are willing to
review manuscripts. I could go on, but I think that you get the point. Networking
is important.

Maximizing Your Return On Investment

In closing, I want to share some advice that I give to all of my students. It is
probably the most important advice I give. From any piece of research, you
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should try to get at least three products. Don’t get me wrong. I am not encourag-
ing you to chop up your research into the smallest publishable units. I am suggest-
ing that if you have completed a dissertation, for example, also prepare a conven-
tion poster, and a journal article. That gives you three products for your research
efforts. Depending on the convention, you also may get into the convention
proceedings. That is four products. Most of us spend a great deal of time and
energy on each research project. To advance in the academy, you need to maxi-
mize the return on your investment.

Notes

1.  This article is based on an address I presented at a workshop conducted by the
Society for Applied Multivariate Research at the annual meeting of the South-
western Psychological Association in Memphis, TN.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Roger E. Kirk,
Baylor University, Waco, Texas 76798-7334. Electronic mail can be sent to
Roger_Kirk@baylor.edu.
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