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There is little doubt in my mind the primary reason I have been invited to write on this topic is because of my current role as Editor in Chief of The Journal of Visual Impairment & Blindness (JVIB), the international journal of record for our professions.  But I'm also writing as an author who has submitted manuscripts to peer-reviewed journals, some of which were accepted, and some rejected.  I mention this because all authors, including journal editors, have received their share of rejection letters. It is part of the normal process of writing for publication. Successful authors are the ones who learn from the experience and make changes based upon the feedback they get from the reviewers. I hope this article helps you learn how to develop your ideas and write a manuscript with a good chance of acceptance.

I’ll begin by offering a brief overview of the current operation of JVIB and the way we run our peer review process. It is fairly standard for the industry and can give you some insights into how the process works.  I hope this will encourage many of you to submit to JVIB.  

To give a sense of the scale of the operation, Journal of Visual Impairment and Blindness publishes 12 issues each year, with a special double issue each October on a topic of high interest to our readers.  When a manuscript is submitted, it is assigned to the one of the journal's four editors who is the best match for the content.  The managing editor then selects two peer reviewers from our database of over 320 of these volunteers, sends them the abstract, and asks them to respond within 30 days.  Peer reviewers who accept the task receive the full manuscript (minus the names of the authors) and the review criteria.  

When the reviewers return the manuscript, the managing editor makes an editorial decision.  There are three decision options: “Accept with Revision,” “Reject/Invite,” and “Reject.”  An author whose manuscript has been favorably reviewed makes changes based upon the reviewers' and the managing editor's suggestions. Upon receipt of the revised manuscript, the managing editor sends the author an official letter of acceptance. Then the manuscript is copy-edited. Finally, we send the author galleys of the final manuscript for his or her approval shortly before the article appears in the journal. 

It is our goal to publish a manuscript within six months of the date of acceptance. During the past five years the number of submissions has ranged from approximately 120 to 160 manuscripts per year.  Like all professional journals, we can publish only so many pages each year, so we are presented with a dilemma when the number of submissions increases.  If we keep the acceptance rate stable, the total number of accepted manuscripts goes up, and the delay begins to exceed six months. If we decrease our acceptance rate to maintain the six-month timeframe, we increase the number of rejected manuscripts.   The third option is to ask authors to substantially reduce the length of their manuscripts, which allows us to publish more shorter ones.  JVIB has done a mix of all of these options.  When the volume of submissions increases so much that the delay approaches nine months, we increase our rejection rate. This shortens the delay, but essentially makes it harder for authors to be published in the journal.  During the past five years our acceptance rate has ranged from 40% to 50%. The variation is mostly due to the number of submissions each year, offset by our goal of publishing within six months of acceptance.

With that brief background on the journal, let me address the specifics of the topic of Writing for Publication, in hopes of increasing the odds of having your manuscript accepted for publication.  There are two primary areas of consideration: having and developing a really good idea, and submitting a clearly written manuscript.  Secondary issues that can affect your chances are whether you have followed the publication guidelines, and having approval of an Institutional Review Board.

The Quality of Your Idea

I can’t overstate the importance of having a good idea.  This is the first question asked by peer reviewers and editors: “Is this an idea that deserves to be published?”  A lot of manuscripts do not survive the peer review process because the central idea is not worthy of publication.  Perhaps someone else has already written on this topic and nothing new is being said. Perhaps the author simply presents a bad idea.  Sometimes a good idea does not survive peer review because the author has not done the foundational work needed.  

There are important things you should do as part of the vetting process of developing your idea, essentially to decide if you have a good idea.  Specifically you should read the literature, you should read the literature, and you should read the literature.  Once you have digested what has already been written, you should speak with the people who know a lot about the topic, the authors who have already published.  If you are developing an idea that is related to practice, vetting the idea with as many colleagues as you can will be time well spent towards increasing your chances of being published.  

From the editor’s point of view, nothing is more important than a really good idea. What we value above all else are ideas that will engage our readers.  We look for manuscripts that will cause our readers to pick up the journal each month and get them talking about what they have read.  Since each word we publish costs money, there are a limited number of words we can publish each month--so we strive to find the best ideas.

By the conclusion of this process you will recognize that your idea falls somewhere along a continuum. At one end, you aren't the first person to present this idea--someone has already published the core of it, but you have additional thoughts to contribute to the discussion. Sometimes you may have some things to share, but you also acknowledge there is a lot less than you thought before reading the literature. Although parts of your idea may have been published already, you may believe your approach or perspective is fresh and will contribute to the field. At the other end of the continuum, no one has ever written on this topic (a rare event).  You may believe that you have a unique idea that is the next logical step towards our increased understanding on the topic.

In my own experience I have never come up with an idea so original that it hasn't already been addressed in some way.  I share this so you don't set your sights too high.  The literature can help to massage/guide your idea towards a richer and more fully developed presentation, a good thing. 

Having emphasized the importance of reading the literature, I will encourage you to go to http://www.afb.org/Section.asp?SectionID=54&DocumentID=2223 , where you will find a nicely written description of the writing process by one of my predecessors, Dr. Jane Erin.   Regardless of the journal you choose for your submission, Dr. Erin's thoughts will be important to consider.

Writing Your Manuscript

When you believe you have enough information to write a manuscript, obtain the selected journal's “guidelines for publication.” Every peer-reviewed journal has very specific guidelines that explain how to prepare a submission. Most journals will list the various categories in which they publish, the word count for manuscripts, and the style of publication (e.g., American Psychological Association, American Medical Association, to name the two most common).  Using JVIB as one example, we publish in a variety of categories with full manuscripts of 5000 words, and Research Reports and Practice Reports of 2500 words.  The full manuscript is designed for the author with the strongest content and the most to say.  The shorter Reports give authors the opportunity to share valuable ideas or research updates that are not yet fully developed, or to contribute additional thoughts on a topic that has been well discussed (remember the importance of doing your literature review?).

Too many authors submit to JVIB without having read our publication guidelines.  This makes more work for everyone.  In some cases we will return the manuscript to the author without peer review, most often because it exceeds the 5000 word limit.  While we have some flexibility with the word count, we simply can't publish a manuscript that runs to 10,000 words. Why put something through peer review that we already know won't be accepted in its current form?   The moral of the story here is to know the journal's guidelines prior to writing your manuscript. 

With all of this as background information, you are now ready to write your manuscript.  There is a standard format, with the following key elements:

Introduction:  The first few paragraphs of the section should clearly introduce and describe the problem that you have studied. Include the review of relevant literature with your own point of view on the problem. This section builds towards the statement of your hypothesis which is often the final paragraph of the introduction.  

Methods:  In theory this section provides enough information to guide another researcher in replicating the study.  In practice this can be difficult without becoming tediously overdetailed and much too long. Three topics that must be addressed in the method section are subjects (key demographics that make them eligible or ineligible), instruments (what you measured and how you measured it), and procedures (the sequence of events that each subject experienced).  If human subjects were used then your study must have approval of an Institutional Review Board (IRB).  Most universities have a standing IRB, as do many school systems.  Some authors incorrectly believe that medical research is the only area that requires approval of an IRB. Any collection of research information that involves human subjects must have IRB approval and this must be stated in the manuscript.

Results:   This section presents descriptive analysis of the subjects and statistical data analysis.

Discussion:  This is your opportunity to offer your interpretation of the data, what the results mean to you, and what alternative explanations may be available.  Oftentimes authors connect the literature to their own findings, offering comparisons and similarities.  This section includes the limits of the study as well as suggestions for future research. 

Conclusion:  The conclusion is a brief restatement and summary of your findings/discussion to simplify the complexity of your work.


Selecting a Journal

Dr. Steve LaGrow, a well-known and widely published author in the area of orientation and mobility, is famous for saying that you should consider all of the relevant journals and rank them, from the one in which you most want to be published to the least.  Then send your manuscript to your number one journal.  If they won't publish it then send it to the number two journal and on.  The well-established journals can have rejection rates of 50% or more. This can frustrate authors, but even if your manuscript is rejected, you will learn a lot. Change and strengthen your manuscript as you prepare it for submission to the next journal.  

As an editor I view my role as being a facilitator, connecting authors who are interested in feedback with expert peer reviewers.  While the process can at times be difficult, it has also proven to be a time tested approach that serves authors and readers of professional journals.  I wish all of you good luck with the process and hope that my comments have been helpful and motivating.
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