
1 
 

Successful Publishing  Amanda Goodman© Fall 2010 

How to be successful in getting published 
"Everything I needed to know about publishing I learned in art and music classes" 

By James C. Petersen, Dean 
  

 Has been an author, editor, and a referee for publishing houses 
 Academics publish in different formats: books vs. journals, etc.  
 It is more expensive to publish (4x) in social sciences journal vs. "hard" sciences 

o Due to length 
o Single authorship so the cost isn't shared 

 Writing often provides great anxiety! 
o Also seen as magical (having a muse, suffering from Writer's Block, etc.) 
o Seems very uncertain 
o People often have certain rituals they feel they must undertake in order to write. 

 Centrality of audience 
o Writers are keenly aware of their audience 
o Also of the audience's perspective 
o You should begin your work with a clear audience in mind. 

 Students vs. professionals have very different reading capabilities 
 "Close enough for jazz" an expression that meant "time to get on with it. Let's go!" 

o From his undergraduate days 
o You can't prepare for the performance forever 
o There is temptation to keep revising forever, but don't! 
o The academic world is tolerant of people taking forever to publish 

 Formula: how long should it take? 
 Take your most conservative number, multiply it by two, then round to the next 

number! 
 Tends to be a very accurate estimation 

 Define, sculpt, and refine 
o Lesson drawn from ceramics 
o "You don't have to put your entire life experience into one pot."  

 Applies to publication 
o More effective to be well-defined with limited scope 

 You'll have many opportunities to share what you've learned. You don't have to shove 
it all into one article.  

 You can often get more than one publication out of each project. 
  
Steps to Success 
 It's a process with multiple steps. 
 Lots of rewriting till you're satisfied with it.  
 You can ask a wide variety of people to read over your work.  

o Use your network! 
 Present your paper at a conference 

o Usually get feedback from the audience 
o Helps you build a network of people interested in the same issues 
o Has a deadline which is good in getting your stuff done. 

 At a journal, the editor reads it and decides 
o Is this appropriate for their journal?  
o It is sent back to you with a note with the editor's thoughts. 
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o Then it is sent out to two referees who read it to decide if it's appropriate, good, etc. and 
send their recommendations to the editor  
 Categories: 

 Reject it now 
 Accept, needs minor revisions 
 Request revision from the author 

 Rate the paper for clarity, creativity and provide commentary 
o The author's name is removed before sent to the referees to try and prevent bias 

 Sometimes it's obvious though if you're working in a very narrow field 
o Referees usually don't know who else is reviewing it at the same time 

 Most common way journal articles get published is to revise and resubmit for publication 
o You don't have to follow every suggestion the referee makes 
o Send a cover letter which details what changes you made 
o  If you decide to not make a suggested change, write why you decided not to make the 

change. Justify it! 
o If the referee doesn't understand your article, you need to be clearer 

 Acceptance rates are usually under 10% for journals in the bigger publications 
o In science journals, it is about 40% 
o Try for a mid-range at first and work your way up the ladder 
o Lower prestige may accept 60% of submissions 

 In academia, you can only have one journal review your article at a time!  
o In book publishing, it's the opposite and if you're lucky, publishers will get in a bidding war 

for you! 
 Time frame from submission to publication: 

o Can easily take a couple of years  
 Key: you will have to revise multiple times. Remember: the final manuscript will be better for it! 

  
Develop an effective manuscript 
 Who is the audience?  
 How do you select a journal?  

o Look at the potential journals and review what else they've published to see if it's applicable 
o Check your references to see if a journal you're looking at also published any of your 

references 
o Ask your colleagues for suggestions 
o Ask journals what sort of articles they're looking for.  

 Also ask funders what they're interested in funding. 
o Is what you're working on of significance enough that people want to publish it?  

 Have a title! 
o Catch people's attention  
o Use keywords that people interested in the same topic would use 
o Using a cute title is bad if it doesn't tell you what the subject is about 
o The editor who loves your paper title can get it published sometimes 
o Have a descriptive topic that will also get attention 

 Title with a subtitle separated with a colon 
 Catchy then descriptive 

 Openings and closings are critical 
o Biggest opening failure: don't get to the point for too long 
o People are overwhelmed with things they need to read.  
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 If it's not clear from the opening or abstract, they won't read on 
o Endings: 

 A useful technique is to return to the beginning.  
 Make it clear how you've modified the current thinking about this problem 

 Summarize what you've said and suggest other questions that still need to be 
investigated 

 Editors sometimes don't know why this is an important contribution to the 
knowledge. 
 Use the "circle method" to try and avoid this 

 Write your article in a similar style to the journal 
o Look for the style sheet 

 Should be at the beginning of the year's publications 
 May be on the website 
 Or you can write and ask  

o Includes citations in their style 
 Why you can be rejected 

o Limited significance 
o So what?  Is the big question editors ask 
o Needs to be connected to existing literature or it'll seem irrelevant  

 Don't say the same thing over and over 
o Poor readability 

 Is it organized?  
 Key concepts are set out and defined 
 Clearly show how your data is relevant 
 How does your data show you what the field didn't know before 
 Define big terms in your own words 
 If you have a sample, describe the sample 
 Add transitions 

 Be clear 
 Use headings 

 Use correct words and grammar 
 Don't need to be super strict on this until you have the semi-final version 

 Be positive 
o Don't get too put out if you're rejected the first time 
o The referee's job is to help you out.  

  
Other thoughts 
 Prospectus (for books--submitted after a publisher is interested in the proposal) 

o Outline of chapters 
o Sample chapter 
o Potential market 
o What is the competition 

 Referees get paid a few hundred dollars to review books. 
o In academic journals, the referee doesn't get paid.  
o In science journals, authors help subside the cost of publishing.  

 Even if you don't get paid, you gain from reviewing  
o Can help shape the field 
o See current thoughts 
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 Web-only publication journals are now making an impact 
o Web rot--website might be gone 
o Can look at Internet Archives sometimes 
o Maybe make PDF of a particular webpage and include that as a link in case the real webpage 

disappears? 
 The LIS department hosts a publication guide: http://lis.uncg.edu/publication_guide/  
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