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Tips for getting published 
in scholarly journals

Strategies for academic librarians

by Robert V. Labaree

T here is a plethora of literature offering guid
ance on how  to get published. In general, it 

encompasses either didactic works providing de
tailed “dos” and “don’ts”1 or, the literature repre
sents the anecdotal musings of authors and edi
tors outlining their own tormented journey to first 
authorship.2 Early career librarians and soon-to- 
be-graduating library science students planning to 
enter academia may find this literature overwhelm
ing and often conflicted. For those librarians car
rying faculty status, the need to publish original 
research as part of the tenure and promotion pro
cess can be perceived as an especially daunting 
responsibility.

Below is my contribution to an in-house work
shop held last year at the University of Southern 
California, where several published members of 
the library faculty shared their insights with col
leagues about the processes, procedures, and the 
pitfalls of becoming an author of peer-reviewed 
research. Whether you must publish as part of 
your institution’s promotion process, or you sim
ply want to disseminate your research to a broader 
audience, future authors may find the following 
strategies helpful.

Read the professional literature
Subscribe to electronic content alert services, such 
as The lnformed Librarian,3 and the table of con
tents alerting services of journals in your areas of 
interest. Monitor their contents for gaps in the 
literature where the insights of an academic li

brarian could be of value. Pay particular atten
tion to the call for papere section of the Chronicle 
of Higher Edncation and other publications in higher 
education for opportunities to present a confer
ence paper that could eventually lead to a pub
lished article.

Become a good writer
The fastest track to getting published is to be a 
good writer. However, becoming an accomplished 
writer is rarely something you can achieve, but 
more representative of a continual process of 
reflexivity and practice. For example, thanks to 
the advice of an early career mentor, I volunteer 
to write abstracts for America: History and  Life 
and Historical Abstracts. The material benefit is 
that you receive free issues of the journal you 
abstract. Intellectually, writing abstracts forces 
you to read and carefully analyze scholarly litera
ture, thereby gaining a better understanding of 
the style and jargon of “academic speak.” The 
act of synthesizing a dense, scholarly article into 
a 300-word abstract also requires developing and 
enhancing skills important to good writing, such 
as identifying a study’s research problem, pre
senting a pertinent review of the literature, and 
understanding how to link main findings to the 
methodology used.

• Write book reviews I currently write reviews 
for American Review of Books Annual, Choice, and 
Review o f Higher Education. I began writing book 
reviews by simply contacting the editor and vol-
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unteering my time and expertise. Send a letter to 
the editor of your favorite journal expressing a 
desire to write reviews. Describe your qualifica
tions and areas of academic expertise. Writing 
book reviews will help you become a better writer, 
and, as an additional incentive, you often get to 
keep the books, which can then be donated to 
your local public library.

• Revisit papersf rom  your academic past. 
Consider papers you wrote as an undergraduate 
or graduate student. These works may not have 
been written with an intent to publish, but reread 
them and think about opportunities to publish in 
relation to specific journals. Use your skills as a li
brarian to conduct further research about the topic 
of your paper (or a subtopic imbedded within) that 
can help bring the manuscript to publication qual
ity as a result of additional research and writing.

• Read new publications. Competition is 
fierce, and most new journals cease publication 
within their first few years, but publishers of new 
titles may be more open to consider a manu
script to help ensure the publication’s survival. 
This does not mean editors of new journals will 
accept works of lesser quality, but the fact is their 
journals have yet to build a strong reputation. 
Therefore, it is unlikely that they will have a large 
backlog of manuscripts waiting to be reviewed. 
Always look for announcements of new journal 
titles at professional conferences and in the mail.

• Review journal manuscripts and confer
ence papers. Contact the editors of your favorite 
journals and ask to be considered as a manu
script reviewer. Often these are invited positions. 
However, target new titles and look for opportu
nities to meet editors at professional conferences. 
Ask if any openings are available for additional 
reviewers. Some journals maintain a large pool 
of reviewers because the scope of research dis
seminated within the journal is so broad. Target 
them. Also, look for announcements requesting 
volunteers to review conference papers. Review
ing papers submitted for presentation at confer
ences gives you an opportunity to read and evalu
ate what is currently being stuthed before it is 
published, and it will help enhance your writing 
skills because reviewing papers forces you to criti
cally evaluate the writing of others. Critiquing jour
nal manuscripts gives you an inside track to pub
lishing in that journal because you see firsthand 
what is accepted and rejected.

• Professional education journals. In most 
disciplines there exists at least one journal devot
ed to examining the development and improve

ment of pedagogical practice. For example, in my 
areas of academic expertise, there are the Journal 
o fP lanning Education and Research (urban and 
regional planning), Perspectives on Political Science 
and the Journal of Public Affairs Education (which 
focuses on examining the scholarship of teaching 
in public administration). These journals offer a good 
opportunity to get published because a topic that 
has been broadly treated in the field of academic 
librarianship, such as information literacy, may be 
viewed as relatively groundbreaking in the pro
fessional education journal of another discipline.

Look at professional development 
activities
Any professional development meeting, any pos
ter session, any panel discussion, any volunteer 
opportunity you participate in can either provide 
you with a framework for developing a research 
article, or give you ideas for developing one, as a 
result of working with someone or hearing them 
speak. For example, a paper I published in Ad
vances in Qualitative Organizational Research 
(JAI Press, 1999), examining the discursive strate
gies university administrators use when confront
ing a public relations crisis, was first formulated as a 
result of attending a meeting at the American Educa
tional Research Association conference in 1997.

Active participation is key, but think strategi
cally about targeting professional activities that 
maximize your chances to realize publishing op
portunities because, let’s face it, you are a very 
busy person. One way to think strategically about 
linking professional development activities with 
publishing opportunities is to target activities that 
relate to current issues in librarianship and higher 
education. This will expose you to the ideas and 
opinions of others who are prolific writers, and it 
may help lay the conceptual groundwork for for
mulating your own ideas about a research project. 
Always look for opportunities to publish in areas 
of study outside of librarianship when you are 
participating in professional activities.

• A ttend “How to Get Published” panel 
discussions. Make it a priority at conferences to 
attend these types of sessions. If one is not sched
uled, suggest to the chair of the organization’s 
conference planning committee that a “how to 
get published” discussion forum would be of value 
to you and others, then offer to help organize it. 
Editors participating on these panels often pro
vide helpful suggestions for getting published, 
and not just in general but as it may relate to the 
specific journal they are associated with.
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Know your authence, know the 
journal's authence
It is important to write in different styles for dif
ferent authences. Therefore, identify early in your 
research which journal you are planning to submit 
the manuscript to after it has been completed. 
Read articles in that journal covering the past few 
years and pay particular attention to what has 
been published during the tenure of the current 
editorial board. This will help familiarize you with 
what type of articles have been published while 
they have served as editors. If you are unsure 
whether your research topic is appropriate for the 
publication’s primary readership, contact the edi
tor and ask. If the editor indicates that the topic is 
out of scope, ask him or her to suggest another 
journal that may be more appropriate. If your 
topic is deemed appropriate for the journal’s authe
nce, you have already succeeded in demonstrat

ing to the editor your interest in publishing with 
them and they may be on the lookout for your 
manuscript as a result.

• Talk to publishers at professional confer
ences. Walk the exhibit hall at professional con
ferences and make note of the publishers in your 
primary areas of interest. Speak with publisher 
representatives about possible new journal titles 
that may need additional contributions from an 
author or manuscript reviewer. Ask them to iden
tify editors within their company whom you can 
speak with about your research ideas.

Collaborate
This is closely related to the strategy of viewing 
every professional development activity as an op
portunity to publish. With an idea in mind, seek 
out people with like interests and gauge if you can 
collaborate with them on a writing project or a 
professional activity that could then lead to pub
lication. Take advantage of your outreach activi
ties on campus when pursuing opportunities to 
collaborate. However, in these cases, be prepared 
to do the initial leg work, because your faculty 
liaisons may consider you a valued colleague, but 
not necessarily someone they would consider co
authoring an article with. Writing a rough draft of 
the paper or a detailed outline of the proposed 
research study can demonstrate that you are sin
cere in collaborating with them.

Have others review your manuscript
This is very important. Journal editors always en
courage potential authors to have their manuscripts 
reviewed by others before submitting them for

possible publication. Identify colleagues who pos
sess good writing skills as a result of being a 
teacher, a writer, or an editor. Ask them to review 
your paper in exchange for a free lunch, for ex
ample. Th ey may be brutal in their assessment, 
but the end result will be a much better paper 
more likely to be of publication quality. Always 
follow the journal’s publication guidelines pre
cisely and always point out in your cover letter 
that several people reviewed your manuscript.

Rejection
Most peer-reviewed journals include comments 
from manuscript reviewers regardless of whether 
your paper has been accepted or rejected. If the 
editor does not send them to you, request that 
they do so. If your paper has been rejected for 
publication, consider the reviewer’s comments and 
suggestions carefully. It is part of becoming a bet
ter writer. Remember that a “not acceptable as is, 
needs major revision” statement is not a flat out 
rejection of your work—do what the reviewers 
tell you and resubmit it. If you follow their sug
gestions, the chances of eventually publishing the 
paper will be increased. However, provide a de
tailed explanation in the cover letter accompany
ing your resubmitted manuscript describing pre
cisely how you have addressed the concerns of 
each reviewer. And remember, if you are able to 
join a journal’s pool of manuscript reviewers, you 
can avoid these pitfalls ahead of time because you 
will have seen others.

And finally …
You are a librarian! You have been trained in the 
arts and sciences of employing effective research 
strategies, understanding the processes involved 
with critically evaluating scholarly research, and 
thinking interdisciplinarily about issues and topics 
that intersect the field of academic librarianship. 
Use those skills to manage a research project and 
ask your colleagues to provide the feedback needed 
to ensure that your paper is of publication quality. 
Good luck!
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