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Getting Your Paper Accepted 



 Assistant Professor at UC San Diego 
 Grants: $3.5M USD in two years  
 Training at UT Austin (PhD in Chemistry) and Stanford 

(Postdoc in Radiology) 
 http://jjokerst.eng.ucsd.edu/publications  
 ~ 40 papers, around 150 peer reviews written 
 H-index of 19; i10 of 24; ~3400 citations 
 Perhaps 10 rejections 
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Scope of the Presentation 

Overview of the Past, Current, and Future 
   State of English Journal Publishing 

Examination of the Review Process from 
  The Scientists Editor’s and Reviewer’s Perspective  

Frequent Organizational and Writing Errors 

Tips for Successful Writing in the  
  21st Century 
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Grants 

Results 

Papers 
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Goals 
 Advice abounds on the internet 

 Videos, articles, blog posts produced by publishers  

• does not account for human nature 

• overemphasis on the sanctity of the peer review system 

– assumes the author is usually wrong  

– or simply complaining 

 Inherent asymmetry in the process: you spent a year on a paper; 
the reviewer spent an afternoon (if you’re lucky) 

 It is very possible that the reviewer doesn’t “get it,” but that may 
be because the author didn’t explain it (sell it) well! 

 Sometimes the reviewer is just a crank 
www.letpub.com 



What Makes a Good Paper 

 We are assuming that the work is worth submitting 
• good science is a necessary but not sufficient criterion 

for acceptance 
 The purpose of a paper is to instruct the reader and 

ultimately to change their behavior 
• to use your technique 
• to interpret their results in light of yours 
• to do something different 

 Mistake: to assume a paper is archival and to get it out the 
door just for another paper 

www.letpub.com 



More Details 
 All co-authors must read final version and agree with the 

conclusions 
 To a zeroeth order approximation, you will be judged on the 

quality of your figures 
• the reader is not going to study your figures  the 

meaning must be obvious, since they will look there 
first 

• use fonts that seem absurdly large until shrunken to 
one column 

• look at other plots, micrographs, schematic drawings 
from your group and copy the style 

 Eliminate jargon or define it early and without other jargon 
• your audience is a first-year graduate student in your 

field 
 Read the prose out loud before submitting 

www.letpub.com 



Copyediting 
 The copyeditor will do all this stuff, but if you do it all for 

the reviewers, you will look savvy and well prepared 
 Variables are italicized PV = nRT 

 Superscripted references go outside the punctuation when 
placed at the end of a sentence.5 

 In the US, commas and periods go inside “quotation 
marks.” In the UK, they “go outside”. 

 One space after a period  
 Double space drafts 
 Put final few drafts into template! 

• if no template, put figures near where they are 
mentioned in the text 



Templates are Awesome 



Abuse of Templates… 
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Hierarchy in Scientific Results 

 Top General Interest Journals 
(Science, Nature) 

 Best Journals in the Field of Study 
(most widely read and cited) 

 Other Journals 
 Refereed Books 
 Conference Proceedings and Other 

Books & Book Chapters 

Modified From Randal Filer, Iset Policy Institute 

Higher 

Lower 

Quality 
Order 

Of 
Preference 

Higher 

Lower 
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Journals versus Book Chapters 

Journals 
 Editorial Goals: Journal editors are 

looking for something new and 
original that will receive 
considerable interest and citations 
(drives impact factors) 

 Advantages 
► Peer review typically 

significant 
► More widely distributed 
► Cited and read more frequently 
► More available online 

 Disadvantages 
► Page and figure limitations 

Book Chapters 
 Editorial Goals: Book editors are 

looking for materials that sells to 
as large of audience as possible 

 Advantages 
► Typical less restrictive on 

length and figures 
► Author association with topic 

 Disadvantages 
► Lower quality reviews 
► Less reputable 
► Less well distributed 
► Often require longer 

publication times 
► Less availability online 
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Peer-Reviewed Journals 

English Language Journals  
• ~28,100 peer-reviewed journals 

(all fields)  (Plume & Van 
Weijen, 2014) 

• Publish ~2.5 million articles 
per year 

• ~3.5-4.5 % increase in 
published articles 

• CrossRef database includes 
~55 million journal articles 

Thomson Reuter’s Journal Citation 
Reports (most cited journals) 
• 10,900 journals 
• 2,550 publishers 
• 8,700 are science related 
• 3,200 are social science related 
• 1.5 million articles published per year 

collectively 

Increase in Journal Titles 

Mabe, 2003 
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Number of Articles Published 

China 17 % of 
total 
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Peer-Reviewed Journals 

 Method of sharing data and discoveries 
 Maintain quality of science – allow only sound research 

to be disseminated 
 Serve as an archive for scientific data and discovery 
 Provide author services 

► Register author’s findings/discoveries (precedence) 
► Serves as a indicator of researcher’s impacts on field 

• primary reasons for publishing was to obtain 
funding and furthering author’s career. 
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• Libraries/Universities pay them for access 
• Advertisers pay them for ad space 
• Authors pay them for pay them for page charges 
• Authors do the work (for free) 
• Reviewers do the work (for free) 
• Pay Editors poorly 

 
 

• This is why I strongly prefer non-profits . . . American 
Chemical Society, Materials Research Society, American 
Cancer Society, etc.  

  
 

Publishing: The Perfect Business Model  
    (Scam?) 
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• Wide range of publishers 
 Globally, 5000-10000 journal publishers 
 ~650 main English-language publishers 
 73% are not-for-profit 
 Only publish 20% of journals  
 80% of journals published by for-profit 

publishers 
 9,240 journal of total 11,550 (English) 
 Elsevier - ~25% of total science titles 

• Revenues are often high – US $25.2 Billion  
• US $10 Billion for journals 
• US $5 Billion in books 

 

Publishers 

www.letpub.com 
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Impact Factor 

 Formulated by Eugene Garfield, founder of the Institute of 
Scientific Information (ISI) 

 Produced by Thomson Reuters and Published Annually in the 
ISI Citations Reports (starting in 1975), for journals indexed in 
ISI databases (Web of Science/Knowledge) 

 It is the average number of times each paper published in that 
journal is cited during the preceding two years by other 
indexed journals 
 

# of times that all papers published in 
journal in 2012 & 2013 were cited in 
indexed journals 2014  

Example:  
Impact Factor 2014   =  

# of articles published in that journal in 
2012 & 2013 

www.letpub.com 



Impact of Increased Publication 
Volume on Scientists 

Fallout of digital publishing and distribution 
 Access to papers has, in general, increased and is 

dominated by online sources 
 A larger number of journals combined with a larger 

volume of published articles has made it more of a 
challenge for our papers to get noticed 
 

Xfep.com 

www.letpub.com 

Not only do we need to get published, but we need 
to do it in such a way that the papers we publish 

will get read. 



Quantity Quality 

Academic/Institutional 
Demands Quantity 

Quantity versus Quality 

Balancing Quality, Quantity, and Professional Success   

International Standard:  
To Maximize Quality 

www.letpub.com 



Reasons to Maximize  
Quality over Quantity 

 You can publish a million papers, but if the 
papers are not of high quality, few other 
scientists will follow your works  

 Good works get lost in the mix of lower quality 
articles 

 First impressions count – especially important 
for early career scientists 

Research I Universities in the US require about 2 papers 
per year in refereed journals for Promotion & Tenure 

Always Strive to Maximize Quality 

Dreamtime.com 
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Time Required for Publication 

Acceptance times varies by discipline 

9 

13 
14 

17.7 

14 

11.7 10.5 
9.5 9.5 
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Journal Selection Model 

Most Probable 
Acceptance 

“Good Long-
Term 

Selection 
Best 

Selection 

Worst 
Selection 

Time for Acceptance 

Short Long 

Low 
Impact 

High 
Impact 

Impact 
Factor 

After Linda V. Knight and Theresa A. Steinbach, 2008 
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Typical Peer Review Process 

Author 
Submits Paper 

Editorial Office 
Initial Review 

Checks for 
• Consistence with Journal’s Aims 
• Scientific Merit 
• Presentation Quality 
• Plagiarism/Duplicity 

Reject Paper 

Editorial Board 
(Member Assigned) 

Reviewers 
Review, Comment, 

Recommend 

Author 
Revise 

Reject Accept Review 
Galley Proofs 

Article  
Published 

Editorial Office 
Final Decision 
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Make Recommendation 

(Advisors) 

(Decision 
Makers) 

Editorial Office 
Initial Review 

Author 
Selects Journal & Publisher 
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Journal Editors 

Author 
Submits Paper 

Editorial Office 
Initial Review 

Author 
Selects Journal & Publisher 

• Few financial benefits; often serve for free 
• Editorial duties are just one of many demands on editors’ time:  
 Managing manuscript flow (deadlines) 
 Working with authors and reviewers 
 Other teaching, research, and/or managerial responsibilities 

Duties/Tasks  

 Find papers to fill journal 
pages; required to make a 
profit or kept journal solvent 

 Maintain the journal’s 
reputation by accepting high 
quality papers  

The Editor’s Job is Made Easier by High Quality Papers –  
They Want to Accept Your Paper! 

www.letpub.com 



Author 
Submits Paper 

Editorial Office 
Initial Review 

Checks for 
• Consistence with Journal’s Aims 
• Scientific Merit 
• Presentation Quality 
• Plagiarism/Duplicity 

Author 
Selects Journal & Publisher 

Performed to Save  
Time and Effort  

 Paper inconsistent with journal’s 
aims and goals  

 Manuscript does not follow 
submission guidelines 
 Length, figure number or 

quality, key elements (e.g., 
title, key words, section 
headings) 

 Paper has been submitted 
elsewhere or is very similar to a 
previously published article 

 Manuscript is poorly written or 
organized such that the paper is 
difficult to comprehend 

www.letpub.com 

Paper Triage: Appearances Matter 



Author 
Submits Paper 

Editorial Office 
Initial Review 

Checks for 
• Consistence with Journal’s Aims 
• Scientific Merit 
• Presentation Quality 
• Plagiarism/Duplicity 

Reject Paper 
30 – 40 % 
Rejection by 
Many Journals 

Author 
Selects Journal & Publisher 

www.letpub.com 
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Identifying a Primary Editor 

Associate Editor 
or Editorial Board 

Reviewers 
Review, Comment, 

Recommend 

Author 
Revise 

(Advisors) 
(Decision 
Makers)  Typically 1 or 2 reviewers 

 
 Advisory role only 

 

 Blind-Review: Authors do not know the 
reviewers 

 
 Double-Blind Review: Authors do not know 

the reviewers & reviewers do not know the 
authors 

www.letpub.com 



28 

• Typical review takes 4-5 hours; 8+ hrs for less experienced 
reviewer (STM, 2015) 

• Reviewing is unpaid professional service to the discipline for 
which there is little reward 
• Editors often ask 6 scientists to find 2 reviewers 

• Like editors, reviewers have numerous other time commitments 
• Research, writing, teaching, advising students, etc. 

• Reviewers want to review papers that are easy 
to read, well-organized and describe novel 

“cutting-edge” research 
• They Want to Accept, Not Reject, Your 

Manuscript 

Journal Reviewer 
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The Players 

 Any submission involves the interplay of three roles 

• The author 

• The editor 

• The reviewer(s) (usually 2-4 of them) 

 The editor is usually a mid-career or senior scientist 

 Some publishers (e.g., Nature, Wiley-VCH) use professional 
editors, as do some journals within publishers (e.g., Energy 
& Environmental Science) 

 Editors are often your colleagues 

 The roles revolve; most authors are reviewers several times 
per paper they submit 

 www.letpub.com 



Where to Submit? 

 Choice of journal should be made realistically 
 Okay to push the envelope a little bit 
 Not every paper belongs in Science 
 Aiming too high annoys editors, and wastes your time 

www.letpub.com 



 Get it sent out of review 
 

 Make the editor an advocate 
 

 Remember: 
 You have been working on this for 6-24 months.  
 But this is the first the editor is seeing it. 
 

 Thus, the cover letter needs to explain problem AND 
solution while building enthusiasm 

www.letpub.com 

Goal of the Cover Letter 



 Novelty and significance of the work 
 What has been done 
 How it was received by the community 
 Fundamental limitation of existing technology 
 

 How the work solves these problems 
 Is it the first or best? 

 
 Why the paper is appropriate for this journal 
 Previous papers 
 How were they cited? 
 
 

http://pubs.acs.org/doi/full/10.1021/nn100907e 

Goal of the Cover Letter 

www.letpub.com 



Cover Letter for a Paper 

• Find a good example from your group 
• Different fields have different conventions 

 
• Same thing as other writing: revise, revise, revise 

 
• Proofread 

 
• Word limits? 

 
• Figures? 

 
 
 

www.letpub.com 



The Cover Letter 

 Written to the editors; some journals call it the 
“letter to referees” 

 Address them as human beings 

 Not a recapitulation of the abstract (the editor has 
it already) 

 What did you really do and why did you really do 
it?  

www.letpub.com 



Bad Example: Just copy the abstract 

Dear Editor, 
Heparin anticoagulation therapy is an indispensable feature of clinical care, yet has a narrow 
therapeutic window and is the second most common ICU medication error. The active partial 
thromboplastin time (aPTT) monitors heparin, but suffers from long turnaround times, a variable 
reference range, limited utility with low molecular weight heparin, and poor correlation to dose. Here, 
we describe a photoacoustic imaging technique to monitor heparin concentration in real time using 
methylene blue as a simple and FDA-approved contrast agent. We found a strong correlation between 
heparin concentration and photoacoustic signal measured in phosphate buffered saline (PBS) and in 
blood (R2>0.97). Clinically relevant heparin concentrations were detected in blood with a detection 
limit of 0.28 U/mL. We validated this imaging approach by correlation to the aPTT (Pearson’s r = 0.86; 
p<0.05) as well as with protamine sulfate treatment. This technique also has good utility with low 
molecular weight heparin (enoxaparin) including a blood detection limit of 72 µg/mL. Finally, we 
described a nanoparticle-based hybrid material that can immobilize methylene blue for potentially 
applications as a wearable/implantable heparin sensor to maintain drug levels in the therapeutic 
window. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first report to use imaging data to monitor 
anticoagulation and the first use of photoacoustics as a tool for therapeutic drug monitoring.  
 
Sincerely, 
Jesse Jokerst 
 

www.letpub.com 
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Reviewers and Editors 
 Usually a journal will allow you to suggest reviewers 

• the editor does not have to take your suggestions! 
 Suggesting reviewers 

• at least five, but up to ten or more 
• ideally they are independent 

– less than half the list should be your advisor’s 
former students 

– people who will give you a constructive review 
 Suggesting editors 

• find the associate editor closest to your topic 
• suggestions are used only sometimes 

www.letpub.com 



So You’ve Submitted Your Manuscript 
 After a few days 
 rejected without review 
 assigned to an editor 

 Then we wait for 4-8 weeks 

www.letpub.com 
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Email Apnea: Decision on Manuscript… 

 Accept as-is (almost never happens) 
 Minor revisions (provisional accept) 
 Major revisions (almost always accepted in the end) 
 Reject and resubmit (major revisions + some hoops) 
 Transfer (better than reject) 
 Reject 
 they are not trying to destroy your career 
 it does not feel good now, but getting a real reaction is 

the only way we learn 
 getting a reaction is key; it helps refine your 

arguments 
www.letpub.com 



Examples of Referee Reports 

www.letpub.com 



Examples of Referee Reports 
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The Response Letter 
 Quote the referee reports verbatim 

• however, correct any typos (even if you would like to 
make the reviewer appear careless or dumb) 

 Don’t be emotional  if you want, write what makes you feel 
good just for fun, and then delete the mean version 

 Put everything in the response letter (it may be the only 
thing they read!) 

 Reproduce the responses even if multiple reviewers made 
the same point 

• reviewers may only read the part related to their own 
review 

 Take a few days and sleep on it 
 Use the appeal process sparingly 
 Don’t use the word “rebuttal” in the file or filename  



Examples of Response Letters 









From the Paper 





Final Steps 

 If rejected, use the appeal process sparingly 

• wait at least one day before deciding to appeal 

 

 

 If accepted, correct the proofs carefully 
• make your corrections before getting to the proof stage! 
• too many corrections will delay publication (“re-proofing”) 

 After online posting, time to celebrate, share on social media 
 Don’t read your own papers right after they’re published 
 Small errors are inevitable; you will be forgiven for typos 



Opinions 
 Who owns the results? 
 Publication fees: get out of these if possible because they 

are ridiculous 
 Open access 

• OA journals vs. OA options 
 Society journals vs. non-profit journals 
 Blind reviewing 
 Manuscript transfer “service” 
 arXiv for mathematics & physics, no analogue for 

chemistry, biology, engineering 
 Research funded by NIH must be publicly available (pre-

copyedited version goes in a repository) 

www.letpub.com 



Other Resources 

 ACS video series “Publishing 101” (American Chemical 
Society YouTube channel) 
 Especially George Whitesides interview  

– https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q3mrRH2aS9
8&list=PL6544210348021339 

 Andrea Armani’s website (USC) 
 A PhD is Not Enough!: A Guide to Survival in Science 

by Peter J. Feibelman 
 Writing in general 

• The Elements of Style by Strunk and White 
• The Sense of Style by Steven Pinker 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q3mrRH2aS98&list=PL6544210348021339�
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q3mrRH2aS98&list=PL6544210348021339�


Questions? 
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