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Developing your writing

(adapted from 500 Tips on Getting Published (Sally Brown, Dolores Black, Abby Day and Phil Race) 1998, now out of print) with many subsequent revisions
1. Making your research publishable 

What is your paper about? Why should anyone read it? You may think the answers to those questions are implicit in your work, and you may be right. But if you don’t make them explicit, your paper will never be published in a respectable journal. Here we will explore the key variables which make your research publishable.

1 What is the purpose of your paper? Many papers are rejected simply because the editor and review board can’t figure out what they’re supposed to be saying. We suspect that’s because the research is still seen by the author as an end in itself. Now is the time to consider the outcome rather than the process. 

2 Write it in 20 words or less. Draw yourself out of the role of researcher into the role of communicator. Take your years of effort and summarise all of it in 20 words or less. “The purpose of this paper is to . . . . . . .” Demonstrate a new technique? Refute an old theory? Answer a puzzling question? 

3 Don’t lose your nerve. The reason many papers lack a clearly stated purpose is not so much because the author doesn’t know what it is, but because the author doesn’t want to say it so boldly. It can be a salutary moment: “am I really going to nail my ideas down and tell the world exactly what I’ve done and why they should listen?” 

4 Purpose leads to practice. Once you are clear and confident about your purpose, review your research to develop its real implications. These could be for immediate application or for further research - but sometime soon you will have to say - “so what?” 

5 Write why it matters. Our research into acceptance criteria revealed that, all other criteria being met, the most common reason for rejection was that the implications of the paper were not clear. “So what?” reviewers would ask. Take your research and write two clear sentences (20 words or less!) explaining exactly why your research is important and what the reader should do about it. 

6 Define your scope. A barrier to focus sometimes arises when we fear that readers’ will challenge us on why we centred on some aspects of our research and not of others. You may by now have taken your scope for granted. Try to summarise it in one short paragraph to help clarify your thinking. 

7 Articulate its limitations. Time, money, resources, challenges of data gathering - all of these have imposed constraints upon your research. Again, we sometimes fear that others will challenge us about these. Now is the time to review and summarise the limitations that affected your work. 

8 Accept your imperfections. As one doctoral supervisor notably said: “There are only two types of articles; those that are perfect and never get published, and those that are good enough and do”. There will always be another question, always another, better way to have approached your research. Recognise that and carry on. Accepting your imperfections isn’t called failure, it’s called learning. 

9 Draft your structure. This will not define your final treatment, but now that you know what you are saying and why, review your research under the following headings: purpose, implications, methodology, analysis, conclusion. 

10 Give it a rest. The above process is lengthy and time-consuming, but it will quite probably be the determining factor in whether or not your paper ever gets written, let alone published,. Allow the effort to settle down and resist the temptation to think it’s an end in itself. Next, you will take your draft structure and begin to relate it to the needs of different groups of readers. 

2. Finding the right voice 

How we hear an author speak is known as a ‘voice’. Authors speak through writing, of course, not the spoken word, but the tone of voice in an article can be as clear as if we were hearing human speech. Just as we interpret someone’s meaning partly through their tone of voice when they speak, so we interpret meaning through the voice of the written word. Here we present some suggestions about finding and articulating the right voice. 

1 Read, read, read. Have you ever wondered why you sometimes know that a sentence doesn’t ‘sound right’ - or that it does? Your mind and inner hearing are attuned to certain rhythms and resonances embedded in grammatical convention. You nurtured that sense through reading. Read selected journals regularly and you will begin to condition yourself to their tone. 

2 Your own voice is your voice. There isn’t an absolute right or wrong about voice. Some journals like articles which begin with snappy sentences in journalistic style, while others prefer a more formal academic tone. Find out what your selected journals want by studying their editorial guidelines and reading them regularly. 

3 Prefer the positive to the negative. A pompous tone evolves as we use certain structures. One of the most obvious is expressing something in a negative tone. “This research is not unlike that which” is a negative expression of “This research is similar to”. 

4 Prefer the active to the passive. Even academic formal writing is brightened by reducing the number of passive sentences. Rather than saying “authors have frequently been troubled by rejection” try “rejection frequently troubles authors”. Check your word-processing package for the grammar-check function and use it to highlight your passive sentences. 

5 Seek to express, not impress. Using long, obscure words shrouds your writing with an aura of mystery which you may mistake for erudition. It is neither clever nor interesting to force your reader to check a dictionary every few paragraphs, and only increases your tone of pomposity. 

6 Invite your reader into your world. Dispensing with jargon altogether will improve the inviting tone of your voice. The more often your reader must pause to work out what you mean by a curious phrase or abbreviation (and shame on the editor who let these pass!), the less inviting your voice sounds. 

7 Vary your sentence length. Long sentences are more difficult to follow, even if they are grammatically pristine. Now and then they can be useful and even engaging, but strung together they add a sombre note to your work which makes your voice sound heavy. Intersperse them with short sentences to vary the pace and brighten the tone. 

8 Eliminate personal asides. The tone of most academic journals is formal, to greater or lesser degrees, but strikingly different from a short magazine piece. One of the distinctions is that of familiarity. Academic researchers should be distancing themselves from the reader sufficiently to allow a more objective review of the work. 

9 Pass your paper around. This is one occasion where no previous experience is necessary. Ask your friends, family, colleagues and acquaintances to read portions of your writing and tell you how they hear your voice. Amend where you must until it matches the voice of the journal you aspire to. (Oh, yes, not ending a sentence with a preposition is a rule made to be broken if it matches your voice!)

10 Develop your own range of voices. The more you write, the more comfortable you are likely to be writing in different voices for different audiences. Aim to write as naturally as you can in whatever voice you’ve chosen for each particular purpose, and you will soon develop the knack of making your work come across well to quite different audiences.

3. Style points 
Style is that sometimes indefinable quality which gives a certain personality or character to someone or something. But style doesn’t happen by accident. Components of style are often not unique; a black hat and a pair of black gloves will not alone create a stylish outfit, but the combination will. Creating personal style requires paying attention to the components of your writing and the way you put them all together. We review here some common characteristics of stylish writing. 

1 Whose style is it? Every publication has its own ‘housestyle’ to govern such variations as headings, footnotes, reference systems and so on. These are the mechanics which will help make your paper easy for the publisher to process. Whatever variations on the themes of style you may choose, housestyle is not an option. 

2 Take care of the basics. Papers which are ugly to look at and hard to read may not receive the attention they deserve. Your adherence to points of commonly accepted style plus the journal’s housestyle demonstrates that you have a good grasp of the language. Make sure you get these right before attempting to impose your own personal idiosyncrasies. 

3 Economy is the best value. Always err on the side of brevity. If you can’t summarise your research and implications in a few short sentences, you may not have the clear focus so necessary for clear writing. Once you start writing, continue to edit and shorten rather than expand and lengthen. 

4 Throw away your thesaurus. A short word is always better than a longer substitute. Most of the time we know the right word but try to find a longer one because we think it’s more impressive. It’s not. What impresses reviewers and readers is your ability to communicate simply and clearly. 

5 Double-check for meaning. It’s sometimes surprising how often academics will choose the wrong words to express an idea - confusing ‘infers’ and ‘implies’, ‘illusions’ and ‘allusions’, ‘effects’ and ‘affects’. The number one rule of writing figures here: when in doubt, check it out. Don’t let the bad habits you may developed take over when a quick glance at a dictionary would set you right. 

6 Check ‘spell check’  and ‘grammar check’ functions are advising you correctly: No one is  perfect r, which is why software to check spelling and grammar can be invaluable but they are not infallible and may be using different language conventions, so  and check for common sense that the software is not sending you in the wrong direction
7 Punctuation should enhance understanding. The reason we have commas, full stops (periods), semi-colons and parentheses is because they help the reader grasp our meaning. If you don’t know the difference between a colon and semi-colon, either find out or don’t use them. The punctuation check deserves the time of an experienced copy-editor. 

8 Metaphors are a slippery slope to hoe. Most of the time, we use metaphors because we can’t be bothered to say what we really mean. We choose, instead, to allude to a picture. Pictures can be vibrant, but most aren’t. Moat metaphors are so hackneyed that the reader glosses over them without gaining anything new, Think carefully before using metaphors, and when you do, make sure you don’t mix them up. 

9 Ask other people specifically about your style. This is actually rather harder to do than to ask people for feedback on your content, as style is somewhat more personal, and you may find it harder to view critical comments objectively. Check your style out with a friend. A second opinion often helps you to see your work anew.

10 Work on it. Writing is a craft, and like any craft it needs to be mastered through understanding and practice. Your library and bookshop have shelves of books devoted to the finer points of style. Now that you’ve decided to be a writer as well as an academic, you should take the time to develop the skill just as you took the time to develop your knowledge of your speciality. 

4. Making a good finish
Making a good last impression is almost as crucial as making a good first one. This applies not only to many of your readers, but also to most reviewers, who tend to take a close look at how you conclude your writing. This is not least so that they can find out what your main conclusions are, and whether they really want to find out all about it by going through your work in detail. The following suggestions may help you reach your conclusions in a robust way.

1 Decide quite early on what your main conclusions are going to be. This is best done at the planning stage of your writing. You may feel that you have a wide range of things that are important enough to qualify as main conclusions, but any book, paper or article has its last 100 words.

2 Work out what you wish your conclusions to achieve. There are many possibilities, including summarising a case you have made, or pointing your readers further to possible future developments in the field, or summing up the questions which further research may follow up.

3 Decide which one impression you would like your readers to go away with. Ask yourself “If there’s only one thing they will remember, what do I want it to be?”. This is likely to be the most suitable basis for your final words.

4 Take particular care with the wording of your conclusions. These are the parts of your work which may be most likely to be quoted by others, and you need to protect yourself from the position of having to live with words which you would prefer to have been different.

5 Keep your conclusions relatively short. Whether you plan your ending as a final climax, or a twist in the tail, or a drawing together of related elements, don’t take too long over it, or too many readers may miss the significance you are trying to communicate. 

6 Don’t repeat yourself too obviously. Readers normally don’t like to feel that they are reading something that they have already read. It is possible to reiterate main points in ways that are different. For example, the gist of several conclusions can be gathered together as a bullet-point list.

7 Don’t introduce new material into your conclusions. The conclusions should be the punch-lines that review for your readers where your book has taken them, and summarises the main arguments as a finale.

8 Flag your conclusions well. The heading ‘Conclusions’ is probably over-used. It does no harm to use a heading which reminds your readers exactly what your conclusions are about. Question-headings are useful here, such as ‘What causes destabilisation? A Summary’.

9 Pilot your conclusions. Ask as many people as you can to look over your last page or two, and to give you their feedback. Check whether the messages you’re trying to deliver are getting across. Ask whether the wording is clear enough. Ask whether it reads interestingly. Also ask particularly for feedback on anything that is not correct, or badly phrased, or ambiguous.

10 Check that your conclusions are visible in the contents pages. This helps readers who have not much time to see at least some of the context leading up to your conclusions, and also allows them to locate and read intermediate conclusions or summing-up sections in your work.

5. Getting feedback on your drafts
When you’re writing something, the most important way to improve it is to get feedback from people. It’s not just that authors are the last people to spot their own typographical or grammar errors, though this level of feedback is invaluable in its own right. What you also want is feedback on how the piece of writing serves the purpose for which you are writing it, and that’s where your pilot reviewers come in. The following suggestions can help you to make a useful pilot version of your work, and use it to make the final product much better.

1 Don’t wait till it’s perfect. It never will be! It’s far better to get your book, article or chapter 80% or so right and then print it out several times, so that you’re able to pass drafts on to other people who will give you feedback.
2 Decide who to ask for feedback. There are three main things to think about here: punctuality, quality of feedback, and authoritativeness. The best people to ask for feedback are those who’ve already given you really useful feedback on your past writings! However, if you’re starting from scratch, cast your net quite widely, and regard it as research into whom you’re going to ask for feedback on your next effort. Excellent feedback is no good if it comes too late, and similar comments from more than one person usually means good quality feedback.
3 Don’t just drop it on them! It’s well worth emailing in advance the people from whom you would like feedback, and asking them if they will be so kind. Promise them something reasonable, such as a copy of your final submission, or even a copy of the finished product if you can afford this. Be wary of people who expect to be paid for the time they may spend giving feedback; they’re not usually as good as those who are willing to read your writing out of interest, collegiality or friendship.
4 Give a firm date by which you want your feedback. Don’t make the timescale too long. If you give people months, they will put it on the shelf for later, and probably forget about it. Make your firm date about two weeks before you really want to start adjusting your material using all the feedback you receive.And follow up if they don’t get back to you by the due date.
5 Encourage robust feedback. It’s much better to get critical feedback before your work is published, than in adverse reviews. Ask your chosen people direct questions about your draft. These can be along the lines of ‘what have I missed out?’, ‘what have I said too much about?’, ‘what’s the most interesting bit?’, ‘what’s the most opaque bit?’, ‘who else should I have referred to in the references?’ and so on.
6 Thank people immediately. As soon as you get your marked-up drafts, pass on your thanks by phone, note or email. It’s worth doing this even before you’re in a position to weigh up exactly how valuable the feedback turns out to be. When it’s really useful, don’t hesitate to thank people again, this time explaining what you really appreciate in their feedback, and how you’re going to take heed of it.
7 Don’t argue with your pilot reviewers. Tempting as it is to defend yourself whenever someone criticises your masterpiece, you don’t have to act on every piece of feedback you receive. If only one or two pilot reviewers find a particular fault or weakness, and if everyone else really likes the section concerned, make your own decision about whether it needs adjusting or not. Hold your judgement about what is good feedback and what isn’t until you know the whole picture. 
8 Remember to acknowledge the people who give you feedback. Create your acknowledgements paragraph at the same time as editing your material with their ideas. Don’t risk the embarrassment of forgetting who gave you feedback about what, or missing out the name of someone whose feedback was really useful. Thank particular people for particular things as you write your acknowledgements, so that you don’t end up thanking the wrong person for a particular idea. Don’t forget to acknowledge the people who gave you feedback that you didn’t like, or that you decided to ignore; they too have tried to help you.
9 Remember to keep your promises. Send your pilot reviewers that finished version you said you would send. If you promised electronic copies of the published product, make sure that you honour your promise. Being good to your pilot reviewers is not just professional, but it also helps these people to be more willing to give you useful feedback on a future occasion.

6. Responding to referees’ feedback 

Let’s say you have reached the stage in the publication process when you receive feedback from the review panel. What do you do? When do you do it? How do you do it? We wouldn’t be posing these questions unless we assumed that many authors don’t manage this stage well. And they don’t. Some ignore the feedback entirely, while others respond in a way which endears them to the reviewers’ and the editor. Let’s see how they do it. 

1 Choose to respond. There are two lacunae in the publishing process. This is when the editor feels he or she has lost control and is at the mercy of outside forces. The first occurs when a reviewer doesn’t send back comments in time, and the second occurs when the author doesn’t respond. Decide now that if you are entering the process you will honour the implicit assumption of participation. 

2 Acknowledge the editor. Comments are normally sent to an author via the editor or the editorial staff. You are invited to consider the reviewers’ remarks and make the suggested alterations, usually by a given date. Immediately, acknowledge that you have received the letter and will be complying by the deadline. This makes it possible for your paper to be tentatively scheduled in a future issue. 

3 Accept the feedback with good grace. As you have by now committed to the process, part of the deal is that you will accept that peer review is the benchmark by which you will be judged. Given that you have, we hope, targeted the journal carefully, you should now assume that the review panel has made the correct judgement. Some of their comments may grate a little, but such is the pain that comes with learning . . . 

4 Confer with colleagues. The reviewers’ feedback may only amount to a few paragraphs or sentences. While most reviewers take time to ensure that their meaning is clear, it is wise at this stage to ask other people to help you interpret the suggestions. Your co-authors supervisor and other close associates should be sent copies of the comments and asked to discuss them with you. 

5 Re-read the journal. Remember that the people reviewing your paper are busy reviewing other papers for the same journal. If the reviewer seems particularly interested in certain aspects, say, your description of your instruments or your lack of guidance for further researchers, read other articles which attend to those points. This will help you deepen your understanding of what the reviewer is exploring. 

6 What if you can’t? Perhaps a review comment concerns you because it attacks something you feel reveals a basic flaw in your original research or its design. You can’t go back and do that piece all over again, although in the future you might decide to do it differently. We recommend that you don’t arrive at any conclusion before discussing the comments with respected colleagues. It might be that the reviewer is asking for more explanation rather than suggesting your method or design was wrong. 

7 What if you still can’t? If you finally conclude that the reviewer has illuminated something which can’t be fixed, admit it. Don’t ignore it or try to write something other than what you’ve been asked to do. You might instead choose to suggest to the editor that the paper be revised taking that very problem as its starting point: “How not to do research by this method” and might therefore contribute to the work of other researchers about to make the same mistake. 

8 Revise as requested. All being well, you will be able to make the amendments according to the suggestions and the deadline. Keep in mind that when you submit your revised paper, your amendments will be checked against the reviewers’ original comments. This is no time for lip service. 

9 Return your paper on time. Whatever other commitments you have at the moment, this one takes priority. The editor and reviewers have all invested their time and wisdom in your paper - don’t insult them now by saying you had something better to do. 

10 Say ‘thank you’. It won’t ensure that your paper is published, but it will reinforce in your own mind and heart that this is one of the best exercises in receiving free advice and support that you’ve ever been given. 

7. Dealing with rejections
Even (especially?) for well-published authors, there is a feeling of suspense when opening that letter from a publisher or editor which contains the verdict on a piece of your work. When this letter (or fax or phone call) is a bringer of bad news, the following suggestions may provide both comfort and support.

1 Don’t be surprised. Whether it was a book proposal or an article submitted to a journal, there are many more letters of rejection written to authors than letters of unconditional acceptance. If you get a rejection, remind yourself that you’re now in really distinguished company. We know of no significant author who has not had such letters.

2 Don’t take it badly even if you’re a well-established author. If your writing is already respected, it can come as a bit of a shock if your latest piece is being rejected. However, there can be many sensible reasons for rejecting it, including that it may not be your best work!
3 Watch out for your ego. It’s all too easy to become defensive, and to become hostile to the people who have dared not to accept your masterpiece. Resist the temptation to put pen to paper to defend the validity and importance of your work. It’s worth putting the piece and letter away for a week or more, and returning to it later when emotions have subsided.

4 If rejection hurts, question your motives. Are you more interested in being vindicated than in getting your work published? It helps to regard getting your work accepted as a game with many variables, where you’re constantly trying to make adjustments to your strategy on the basis of experience, and where there is still a considerable element of chance involved.

5 Don’t stop writing. When one piece of your work has been rejected by one target publisher or journal, this does not mean that all of your work will be rejected by the whole world. It can be very healthy to redirect your energies, for a while at least, into something else that you’re already working on.

6 Check out whether your piece has really been rejected. Some rejections are definite and without any statement of reasons or suggestions. However, many rejections are accompanied by explanations, which could be very useful to you in your next piece of writing. Furthermore, rejections are often conditional, and give suggestions regarding ways you could recompose your writing to make it more acceptable to the targeted publisher or journal.

7 If it’s just a matter of ‘length’, change it. Publishers and editors work to tight page limits. If your submission is too long, swallow that pride and get cutting! (or better still, don’t submit over-long work in the first instance!). Decide which are the most important parts of the ideas you wish to communicate, and prune out some of the rest. Most articles are all the better for being 30% shorter than the fi semi-final draft. 
8 Remember that there are many reasons for rejecting a good article. If your article is insufficiently tuned-in to the needs and interests of the readership of a journal, it does not mean that your writing is without value. A key success factor is getting the material to the right place at the right time, and remember, they may have covered your topic too recently to include it again.)
9 If your referees or reviewers have made suggestions, take heed of them. Don’t bother writing an eloquent exposition of how the suggestions are not appropriate in the context of your work. It’s unlikely anyone will take any notice of it, and getting down to do the required revisions is more time efficient.
10 Move fast when revising. Publishers and editors have tight windows, and if you miss your time slot they will not be able to consider your work further. Don’t miss your chance by procrastination.

11 If there’s nothing you can do with your rejected piece, don’t throw it away in disgust. You may never be able to publish it in the form which it is in at present, but future circumstances may turn it into a good starting point from which to write something else. Often you can return to unused work later and use elements of it elsewhere.
12 Remember that rejection of your writing is not rejection of you as a worthwhile person! Be bold and talk about the rejection, positively, with your friends. Then just back on with the next article!

