Writing for an Academic Journal

John Armstrong, Thames Valley University

This article aims to help members to write quality transport history and have it accepted for publication in an academic journal.  The author has had experience of editing one academic journal for more than a decade, and has also been on the other side of the equation,  submitting articles to numerous learned journals.  There are certain, usually implicit, rules and conventions about academic publishing and this article will make them explicit, so revealing hidden obstacles and discussing tactics to overcome the obstacles and achieve a publication in a learned journal. Let us start with some of the more obvious and straightforward points.

Basic requirements

The article should be well written in terms of clarity of English expression, be grammatical, correctly spelt and punctuated.  It should contain sentences and paragraphs (beware the one-sentence ‘paragraph’).

This is pretty obvious, but two exceptions to this rule might be seen to exist.  The putative article may be rough at the edges grammatically, on its first submission, especially perhaps from a less-experienced scholar, providing the editor is willing to polish the draft. The other exception is for articles written by non-native English speakers whose expression is not always colloquial. Editors are normally willing to take time to improve such pieces, providing the topic covered is interesting and the ideas are novel or revisionist.

The second feature which is necessary and not too difficult to achieve is the scholarly apparatus.  This comprises endnotes or footnotes or some combination of textual signs and a bibliography at the end of the article.  Sadly the precise conventions of each journal are usually peculiar to it and no two journals, even in a restricted field such as history, are precisely the same.  Thus if you write an article aimed at one journal and it is rejected, you will almost certainly have to re-arrange the referencing system.  Remember the reasoning behind the use of references. It is essentially to make explicit the source material on which the author has drawn, both the secondary literature (existing books and articles on the topic written after the events described) and the primary sources (company papers and government reports contemporaneous with the events).  The idea is that other researchers can go back to those sources to see if they agree with the author’s interpretations or to see if there is other material relevant to their particular interest. This is equivalent to the scientific idea of repeatability whereby the researchers describe their experiment in such detail that other scientists can replicate the exact conditions and, hopefully, obtain the same results.  

To make life a little easier, most journals will have their own style sheets, which can be had on application to the editor, and which will spell out their preferred practices.  If the putative author is still in doubt, a look at recent back numbers should clarify the situation.  Getting the scholarly apparatus in place can be time consuming, if not particularly intellectually challenging, especially if the author has not kept full details of the provenance of the various ideas and quotations.  This rewards the conscientious and methodical, and penalises the disorganised.

A third requirement of any academic journal in the broad field of transport history is that each article should be fully contextualised.  This means that the author has to show how his/her research fits into the existing state of knowledge on this topic.  To do that the author has to have read the books and articles on the subject and know where there are disagreements and what areas are not covered at all.  This allows authors to show what is novel about their research, how it fills a gap in the literature or revises an existing view. It is also a useful exercise to check that the author is not re-inventing the wheel, that is, doing something that has already satisfactorily been done.  There is no point in purely duplicating other people’s work.

A fourth, and often over-looked, ingredient in an academic article, is a statement of intent.  Normally near the beginning of the article, preferably in the first paragraph or two, this gives the reader a signpost to the route to be taken.  It also provides a benchmark against which the editor can judge whether the author has achieved his/her stated intentions.  It should be both precise and concise but give the reader enough detail to appreciate the main thrust and context.

The thesis

A fifth requirement is that the author is putting forward some thesis or line of argument.  This might be a brand new one or it might be a revisionist thesis, one challenging the existing orthodoxy.  

Let us take the second case first.  Until the 1960s it was taken as axiomatic that the railways played a crucial role in developing the economy of the USA.  Because it was a huge country with limited river systems, which did not always flow in the most economically-important directions, then overland transport by railway was seen as essential to get agricultural produce and minerals out to the east coast.  In the 1960s that view was challenged by Robert Fogel who argued that railways were not vital to American economic development and that if one were to remove the railway (pretend it had never been invented) from the American scene the gross domestic product (broadly the national income) would have been only a few percentage points lower than it actually was in 1860.  This is a classic case of a revisionist thesis on a grand scale.1
Formulating one’s own thesis or hypothesis is a little more difficult, and by discussing this aspect we can bring out the difference between descriptive and analytical approaches.  For the academic seeks always to be analytical and to avoid narrative or description.

Let us pretend, and this is pure fantasy, that there was a canal between Fareham and Compton in Hampshire and that it was a successful canal in terms of volume of traffic and financial return.  A narrative article might collect all the data available on the topic, put it together in a logical order and feel a decent job had been done.  The more academic approach would be to put forward some hypothesis and see if the evidence supported it, or alternatively to pose and answer a ‘big’ question, that is a non-trivial one, that is worth posing. Let me illustrate that. If we go back to our mythical canal, which we shall codename the Onslow Canal, a big question might be why was it so successful?  This takes on added weight if we contextualise the question by pointing out that the area served by the Onslow Canal was essentially an agricultural one with no heavy industry, no coal mining and no large urban conurbations.  This might be reinforced by pointing out that it was generally held that successful canals were those in areas of coal or other mineral exploitation and particularly that some authors had argued that to be successful a canal needed a coal mine at one end of it.  Thus the Onslow Canal appears an anomaly, a successful canal in an agricultural area, and hence answering the question as to why it was successful is a very valid activity.  If the author could then advance a hypothesis as to what explained its financial success — a large trade in charcoal for local iron forges or abundant oak timber needed for warship construction in nearby Portsmouth — then this might be an interesting article because it is amending the current orthodoxy about what determined canal profitability.  When the author is arguing a revisionist thesis, the importance of contextualisation becomes much clearer because (s)he needs to set up the viewpoint with which they are going to disagree, and intend to amend.

There is a variation on the theme above, that is formulating a hypothesis.  This is to take an existing theory or methodology, and apply it to a different country, industry, firm or case study. A classic example of this was the reaction to Fogel’s work on American railroads already mentioned above.  His methods were innovatory and his findings were far from in line with the prevailing thinking.  A small academic industry developed, initially trying out Fogel’s methods on railways in other countries than the USA, then testing them on other forms of transport industry, and finally modifying the original methods to apply them to the transport activities of individual firms.2  In these cases there was no need for originality of thesis, as Fogel’s work was so controversial that any further test of his methods was welcomed.

Sources

Another requirement of an article destined for a learned journal is that the author has consulted all the sources known to be relevant to the topic.  This should obviously include all existing secondary works on the subject, as discussed above, and also all relevant primary sources. Distance or remoteness of location are no excuse (as they should not be to a dedicated transport historian), and with trends to electronically available catalogues, and even some sources being digitalised, there is less reason for not consulting all the relevant material.  This also helps explain why academic journals use a refereeing system (see below) to decide on whether to carry an article or not.  The editor cannot know all relevant sources for all topics but (s)he should be aware, in conjunction with the journal’s editorial advisory board, which scholars are working on what fields and so who should know the available major sources.

Practicalities

Let us turn to some practicalities.  Length might be one issue.  In most journals interested in transport history between 6,000 and 8,000 words is about right.  Pieces which are substantially longer could be split in two and carried in consecutive numbers but they would need to be of outstanding importance to justify so much space in a journal.  Of course a piece shorter than 6,000 words could command publication but it is more likely to be a response to a previously published article or comments, as we will discuss below, than a fully-fledged article in its own right.

Academic journals usually welcome anything that breaks up the text especially when it conveys the message more easily or immediately than text.  Here I am thinking of maps, plans, tables, graphs and other such devices.  The amateur can now produce these to a very high standard thanks to the computer and so there should be no inhibitions to their use, so long as they are relevant, are referred to in the text, have headings and are sourced.  The occasional illustration where it makes a particular point clearly may be welcomed.

Refereeing

Refereeing is an area which sometimes concerns first-time authors.  It reminds them of school, handing in homework and being marked and corrected.  There is a degree of similarity but it should not deter potential authors.  ‘Peer review’ is a more formal term for the process and helps to explain why it takes place.  The aim is to ensure that ‘rogue’ pieces do not get published by submitting each putative article to one or more experts in the field. In addition the referee may well make suggestions as to how the paper can be improved, relevant sources which have not been consulted, passages which are not clear, any inconsistencies, or suchlike.  The referee is also asked to evaluate the piece on some short scale ranging from ‘highly publishable’ to ‘not publishable in its present form’.  Most journals have an editorial board and this is a prime source of referees.  This group is supplemented by other respected scholars in the field.  The refereeing process is usually ‘double-blind’ which means the referee does not know the names of the author(s) of the pieces they are evaluating.  Thus they will judge it entirely by its content, not by its provenance or by the exalted status of its author.  In turn the author(s) does not know who refereed the article so cannot put pressure on the referee to give a satisfactory outcome or hound him or her after the event.

The outcome of the refereeing process should be one or more reports sent to the author by the editor of the journal.  These should indicate whether the editor is prepared to publish, whether this is unconditional, or whether there are areas where amendments must be made.  It is usually good practice to consider carefully all recommendations made by the referees and implement most, unless there are very good reasons for not doing so.  In that case when the amended article is resubmitted, a brief letter to the editor explaining why some suggestions were not actioned, might be a good idea.  Although it sounds rather intimidating, there is an element of gamesmanship about it and in my experience, good referees can help you not to make howlers, tighten the argument and suggest unconsulted sources.  Do not be put off, go with the referees.  Referees will always find some fault with an article, otherwise they would feel they were failing to do their job properly.  So expect to receive some criticisms of your piece.  Also be willing to respond.  Total rigidity and being unwilling to change anything suggests an inflexible mind or one that is shut to new ideas. Also be aware some academics are overcritical or egotistical.  The anonymous referee may be adamant that some works by a particular author need to be consulted and cited in the article being refereed.  If the connection seems very tenuous to you the author, you may have just discovered the identity of your ‘anonymous’ referee. In this case it will probably be enough to cite these works in the literature review section of your article.  Other referees try to encourage you to write the article they would have preferred you to write which is much more geared to their interests than yours.  Here you are probably right not to implement the changes and to explain why you did not do so in your letter to the editor when you resubmit.  On some occasions where these refereeing idiosyncracies occur, a good editor will spot them and in the letter accompanying the referee’s reports will give a steer as to which aspects (s)he thinks do need implementation and which are of less significance.

On the assumption that two heads are better than one, and that three are even better than two, you may find it useful to set up your own informal refereeing group.  These are academic friends.  These are other researchers in your broad field whose views and work you respect and with whom you get on well socially.

When you have a near-final version send a copy to these academic friends and ask them to give you feedback on the piece.  This feedback could vary from spotting typos to suggesting you have totally misinterpreted an author’s view.  The aim of the exercise is, of course, to prevent the author making mistakes or omitting important material.  In addition a pair of eyes which are not so close to the article may see where more explanation is needed or some aspects are not totally lucid.  Of course there must be reciprocity.  If any of the people you use send you drafts of their work, you must give your honest view of it, tactfully but clearly.  Good academic friends are worth their weight in lead type.

Submitting the article

Let us look at the mechanics of submitting an article.  A good idea is to write to the editor, outlining in a paragraph the contents of your article, asking if it is likely to be of interest to his/her readers and requesting a style sheet.  This allows you to check that you have not misconstrued the scope of the journal and gives the editor a chance to indicate the degree of interest (s)he has in the topic. The style sheet is an essential, if you are to put the referencing system into the correct form for that particular journal; all serious academic journals have one. 
There are two other things putative authors should do.  Firstly they should look through a reasonable number of back issues of the journals at which their article is aimed to see if the journal has already carried any articles on the topic to be dealt with by the proposed article.  If it has, they should ensure that there is some reference or citation to these articles in the piece they are writing, for editors like to see debate and argument about their subject, particularly if it takes place in their pages.  This is one small way of engaging with the existing literature.  

A more fully-fledged mode of engagement is to respond to an existing article in the journal, or at least some aspect of it.  This is where an existing article has something wrong with it, in your opinion.  This could vary from the author ignoring relevant sources that would change the interpretation if consulted, to a complete disagreement with the evaluation made of an individual or transport project. Where this seems to be the case you have the golden opportunity of writing a reply, correcting the fault.  If this is donewell, it stands a better chance of being published because of the tie-in to an existing article.

Many learned journals have a section for more tentative articles, though they should be as rigorous as other articles in most ways.  These may have a separate heading such as ‘speculations’ or ‘research in progress’ or some such.  These are appropriate for trying out a new idea for which evidence is a little thin or where the concept covers a lot of ground — perhaps an attempt to build a cathedral rather than a mason carving out a single stone.  A perusal of back numbers will disclose the sort of article previously carried under this heading and so guide the potential author, but these pages provide an outlet for the less certain ideas or ‘think’ pieces.

One other technicality of submitting an article to a learned journal in the current electronic age is that nowadays most journals want simultaneous submission in a paper version as well as electronic.  The latter is usually in Word via a disc or more likely now as an e-mail attachment.  This eases the process of editing considerably and the details of the electronic format should be dealt with in the journal’s style sheet.

Technical language

Finally, a few words on technical language. Learned journals are primarily aimed at other academics in a particular specialist field.  This being so, there will be a specialist vocabulary peculiar to that academic discipline.  In some subjects it will be virtually incomprehensible to the lay person, even though the words are familiar, because they are being used in a specialist way. Some disciplines seem to have their own special language with most words peculiar to them.  To the potential author in transport history this is not a great problem, indeed it means that (s)he can assume the reader has a command of the specialist language and knows the difference between a fish plate, a sleeper and an inclined plane.  Also the articles do not need to be jargon packed, and can be accessible to the general reader, indeed there is a lot to be said for such an approach.  It widens the range of potential readers and diffuses knowledge in our discipline more widely.

Some final thoughts

This article has tried to be helpful to potential authors and encourage them to become actual not potential authors.  The journals do need the authors and are usually keen to encourage material from authors who have not previously published with them.  Do not beput off by critical referee’s reports or even rejection notes.  In the latter case do try and find out why it was rejected and decide if the apparent deficiencies can be corrected. Resilience is a great attribute.  The material rewards of having an article published in an academic journal are zero or even negative (when you cost out paper and toner, transport costs to visit archives, books bought and earnings forgone) but psychologically immense.  I still get a huge buzz when an article is accepted and another one when I see it in print.  If that sort of thing turns you on, do try your hand at it.  
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