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Chapter 1

1.1 Getting started with writing for international publication

Welcome to the process of writing your research results as a paper for submission 
to an international refereed journal! You may speak and write English as your first 
language, or as an additional language: we have written this book for all authors 
wanting improved strategies for writing effective scientific papers in an efficient 
way, including those new to the task.

In this book, we will use other terms as well as paper for what you are aiming to 
write: it may be called a manuscript, a journal article, or a research article. (See Chapter 2 
for comments on other types of scientific articles, Chapter 12 for writing review 
articles, and Chapter 18 for how to apply the book’s approach to writing funding 
grant proposals.) All of these terms are in use in books and websites providing 
information and advice about this type of document: this genre. The concept of 
genre is important for the way this book works, as we have based our approach in 
writing it on the findings of researchers who work in the field of genre analysis. 
These researchers study documents of a particular type to identify the features 
that make them recognizable as what they are.

One of the key concepts in use in this field of research is the idea of the audience 
for a document as a key factor in helping an author write effectively. Whenever 
you write any document, it is helpful to think first about your audience: whom do 
you see in your mind’s eye as the reader of what you are writing? The idea of 
audience belongs as part of a “communication matrix” made up of four elements: 
audience (as described in the previous sentence), purpose (what do you want the 
document to achieve?), format (how will the required format constrain how you 
write the document?), and assessment (what criteria will be used to decide if the 
document is successful?). We will use all the elements of this matrix to guide our 
discussion of the genres we will analyse in the book, and we begin now by thinking 
about the audience for a scientific research article.

Who is your audience?

Often the audience that you think of first is your scientific peers – people working 
in areas related to yours who will want to know about your results – and this is 
certainly a primary audience for a research article. However, there is another 
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4 “audience” whose requirements must be met before your peers will even get a 
chance to see your article in print: the journal editor and reviewers (also called 
referees; see Chapters 3, 13, and 14 for more information). These people are often 
thought of as gate-keepers (or as a filter), because their role is to ensure that only 
articles that meet the journal’s standards and requirements are allowed to enter or 
pass through. Therefore, it can be useful from the beginning to find out and bear 
in mind as much information as you can about what these requirements are. In this 
book, we refer to these requirements as reviewer criteria (see Chapters 3 and 14 
for details), and we use them as a framework to help unpack the expectations that 
both audiences have of a research article written in English. We aim to unpack 
these expectations in two different but closely interrelated ways: in terms of

DD the content of each article section and its presentation; and
DD the English language features commonly used to present that content.

To do this, the book uses an interdisciplinary approach, combining insights from 
experienced science authors and reviewers about content, with those from specialist 
teachers of research communication in English about the language. Elements of 
language that are broadly relevant to most readers of the book will be discussed in 
each chapter. In addition, Chapter 17 focuses on ways in which users of English as an 
additional language (EAL) can develop the discipline-specific English needed to write 
effectively for international publication. This chapter can be studied at any stage in 
the process of working through the book, after you have completed Chapter 1.

1.2 Publishing in the international literature

If you are going to become involved in publishing in the international literature, 
there are a number of questions it is useful to consider at the outset: Why publish? 
Why is it difficult to publish? What does participation in the international scien-
tific community require? What do you need to know to select your target journal? 
How can you get the most out of publishing? We consider these questions in turn 
below.

Why publish?

We have already suggested that researchers publish to share ideas and results with 
colleagues. These are some other reasons for publishing:

DD to leave a record of research which can be added to by others;
DD to receive due recognition for ideas and results; and
DD to attract interest from others in the area of research.

However, there are two additional reasons that are very important for internation-
ally oriented scientists:

DD to receive expert feedback on results and ideas; and
DD to legitimize the research; i.e. receive independent verification of methods and 
results.
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These reasons underscore the importance of the review process we discussed 
above. However, there are difficulties associated with getting work published: 
difficulties that operate for all scientists, plus some that are specific to scientists 
working in contexts where English is a foreign or second language, which together 
are known as EAL contexts.

Why is it difficult to publish?

In addition to the language-related barriers that spring to mind, it is also impor-
tant to realize that writing is a skill, whatever the language. Many of the points 
covered in this book are equally important for EAL scientists and those who speak 
English as their first language.

Getting published is also a skill: not all writers are published. Some reasons for 
this fact include the following:

DD Not all research is new or of sufficient scientific interest.
DD Experiments do not always work: positive results are easier to publish.
DD Scientific journals have specific requirements which can be difficult to meet: 
publishing is a buyer’s market.

These issues will be addressed as you proceed through the book.
Another reason that researchers find the writing and publication process difficult 

is that communicating your work and ideas opens you up to potential criticism. 
The process of advancing concepts, ideas, and knowledge is adversarial, and new 
results and ideas are often rigorously debated. Authors facing the blank page and a 
potentially critical audience can find the task of writing very daunting. This book 
offers frameworks for you to structure your thinking and writing for each section 
of a scientific article and for dealing with the publishing process. The frameworks 
provided will allow you to break down the large task of writing the whole manu-
script into small tasks of writing sections and subsections, and to navigate the 
publishing process.

What does participation in the international scientific community require?

A helpful image is to think about submitting a manuscript to an international 
journal as a way of participating in the international scientific community. You are, 
in effect, joining an international conversation. To join this conversation, you 
need to know what has already been said by the other people conversing. In other 
words, you need to understand the “cutting edge” of your scientific discipline: 
what work is being done now by the important players in the field internationally. 
This means:

DD getting access to the journals where people in the field are publishing;
DD subscribing to the e-mail alert schemes offered by journal publishers on their 
websites so that you receive tables of contents when new issues are published; and

DD developing skills for searching the Internet and electronic databases in libraries 
to which you have access.

Without this, it will be difficult to write about your work so as to show how it fits 
into the progress being made in your field. In fact, this knowledge is important 
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6 when the research is being planned, well before the time when the paper is being 
written: you should try to plan your research so it fits into a developing conversation 
in your field.

Active involvement in international conferences is an important way to gain 
access to this international world of research in your field. Therefore, you need 
both written and spoken English for communication with peers. This book aims 
to help with the written language, and some ideas for developing spoken science 
English are given in Chapter 16. As you become a member of the international 
research community in your field in these ways, you will develop the knowledge 
base you need to help you select the most appropriate journal for submission of 
your manuscript: we call this your target journal.

1.3 What do you need to know to select your target journal?

Choosing the right journal for your manuscript will influence the chance of getting 
published easily and quickly. You should be thinking about the journal you want to 
publish in from the beginning of your research and should have made a choice by 
the time you begin to write the Introduction and Discussion sections of your 
paper.

The right journal for you is the journal which optimizes the speed and ease of 
publication, the professional prestige you accrue, and the access for your desired 
audience. These factors are interwoven and it can be helpful to develop a 
publication plan to maximize your publication success. The journal of your choice 
may not choose to accept your article, and you are advised to have a list of preferred 
journals to turn to if you are rejected from your first choice. Here, we set out some 
issues to consider when choosing a journal for your manuscript.

DD Does the journal normally publish the kind of work you have done? Check 
several issues and search the journal website, if it has one. It is helpful if you can 
cite work from the journal in the Introduction of your manuscript, to show that 
you are joining a conversation already in progress in the journal. Examine some 
of the key articles you refer to in your Introduction, and check which journals 
are cited in the Introductions of these articles. By following back through the 
literature, you should be able to develop a mind-map of the journals in the field 
of your research. The journals that are most often cited in the Introduction and 
Discussion sections of your manuscript will be most likely to accept work in 
your field.

DD Do the aims and scope of the journal match the content and the level of impact 
of your work for the field? Check the websites or issues of potential journals to 
identify those with scope and aims most appropriate for your manuscript. Here, 
you try to ensure that your article will reach the audience you want to read it, 
once it is published.

DD Is the journal of an appropriate standard for your needs? Firstly, does the journal 
referee the papers? This is absolutely imperative for enhancing the international 
credibility of your work. It may also be important to check the journal’s impact 
factor, if this measure is important for assessing research outcomes in your coun-
try or research context. (See Appendix for more information on impact factor, 
citation index, and other similar measurements.)
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DD Does the journal publish reasonably quickly? Many journals include the dates 
when a manuscript was received and published underneath the title information, 
so you can check the likely timeline. Others include this information on their 
websites. Journals which publish an online version of the paper before the print 
version will usually have a faster time to publication. Journals want to publish 
submissions quickly to ensure they attract authors who are doing innovative and 
new work. You may also want to publish your research quickly to ensure that 
others do not publish similar work before you, and to increase your publication 
and citation record for promotions and grants.

DD Are there charges associated with publishing in this journal? Some journals 
charge authors a fee to publish, or to publish coloured illustrations. Check 
whether this is the case. If so, you can ask whether the journal is willing to waive 
these charges for authors in some parts of the world. You may also want your 
research to be accessible to a wide range of readers who do not have access to 
libraries or other subscriptions to journals in your field. Many journals now offer 
to provide Open Access to your paper (i.e. to make it accessible for free down-
load without subscription to the journal) if you pay an upfront fee. Check 
whether the journal of your choice offers this service if you want (or are required 
by your institution) to pay for Open Access.

DD Are members of the editorial staff efficient and helpful? Some journals have 
information on their website with targeted advice for authors from EAL back-
grounds, or you may be able to ask colleagues who have submitted to particular 
journals about their experiences. It can be especially useful to share this kind of 
information among colleagues in your laboratory group or work team, perhaps 
as part of a program to encourage international publication of the work of your 
institution or group.

How can you get the most out of publishing?

Publishing quickly is often helpful. In addition, publishing in a widely read journal 
is better for you (higher citation index; see Appendix). However, if you aim too 
high in relation to the international value of the work you have done, you may be 
rejected, and resubmission takes more time. These two issues have to be balanced 
carefully to determine an optimal strategy for your own situation. Finally, 
publishing where your peers will read the paper is important. Use Task 1.1 to sum-
marize your understanding and complete Table 1.1. Discuss the outcomes with 
your co-authors to develop your publication strategy.

Once you have thought about the issues raised above, and made some preliminary 
decisions about a possible target journal, you are ready to move on to consider the 
aims of this book.

1.4 Aims of this book

The aims of the book are to provide you, the reader, with

DD an improved understanding of the structure and underlying logic of scientific 
research articles published in English in the international literature;

DD an overall strategy for turning a set of results into a paper for publication;
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8 DD skills for analysing the structure and language features of scientific articles in 
your own discipline, and for using the results of this analysis to improve your 
own scientific writing;

DD knowledge of the stages involved in the process of submitting an article for 
publication, and strategies for completing each stage;

DD knowledge and basic mastery of the specific English language features commonly 
used in each section of published articles;

DD strategies and tools for improving your own drafts, such as structured checklists, 
ways to strategically re-use relevant language elements, special-purpose software, 
and discipline-specific writing groups; and

DD a process for completing a draft of an article on your own research results, 
prepared in the style of the journal to which you wish to submit.

1.5 How the book is structured

Two principles underlie the way we have organized this book: that people learn 
best by doing; and that you will want to continue developing your skills on your 
own or with colleagues in the future, even if you first encounter the book in a 
classroom environment. Therefore, we aim to show you how you can use examples 

Task 1.1 A nalysing potential target journals

To optimize the outcomes from publishing your manuscript, we recommend 
that you develop a publishing strategy. Part of the publication strategy is to 
select your preferred journal to submit the manuscript to. In order to make this 
choice, first select the three or four preferred journals in your field that you 
think would accept your manuscript. Then answer the following questions for 
each one and record the answers in Table 1.1.

1	 Has the journal published similar work with a similar level of novelty to yours 
in the last 3 years? Record a yes or no (if “no,” think carefully before submit-
ting your manuscript to this journal).

2	 Does the journal’s scope and the content of recent articles match the main 
components of your manuscript, i.e. subject, methods, results? (Write down 
the main type of papers, e.g. plant physiology: non-molecular studies).

3	 What is the measure of relative journal quality/impact which is most impor-
tant to you and your field of research? Record the score or measure for each 
journal (e.g. Journal Impact Factor or Journal Cited Half-Life).

4	 What is the journal’s time to publication? (This may be on the journal’s 
website or recorded for each article in the journal.) Record the time or a 
score for fast or slow (e.g. less than 3 months from acceptance = fast; more 
than 1 year = slow).

5	 Does the journal have page charges or provide Open Access if you want it 
(and can you pay if payment is required)?

Examine the journal scores you have recorded in Table 1.1 and rank the journals 
in order of overall preference, taking all criteria into consideration.
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of journal articles, from your own field and also from others, to learn more about 
writing for publication.

To achieve this goal, the book will often invite you to discuss examples with a 
colleague and then report to a larger group. This assumes that you are using the 
book in a class situation. However, if you are using it for individual study, you 
can note down your answers and then revise them once you reach the end of a 
section. As we move through the book, you will also have the opportunity to 
draft (or substantially revise) your own article, section by section, if this is 
appropriate.

Instructions for activities in the book will use the following terms to refer to 
different categories of example articles:

DD Provided Example Articles (PEAs): these are three articles chosen by the authors 
of the book and included in full at the back (Chapters 19, 20, and 21). You will 
use all three in the early sections of the book and then be asked to select one to 
use in more detail.

DD Selected Article (SA): this is an article that you will choose from your own field 
of research and that may be from your target journal. You will choose your SA as 
you continue with Chapter 1 (Task 1.2).

DD Own Article (OA): this is the draft manuscript you will write using your own 
results as you progress through the book. If you do not yet have your own 
results, you can skip the tasks relating to the OA and come back to them 
later.

Table 1.1  Rating preferred journals in terms of key criteria for maximizing your 
publication success.

Journal 
name

Recent 
publication of 
similar work 
and novelty

Match of scope 
and recent 
content to your 
work

Journal 
quality/
impact

Time to 
publication

Page charges 
or Open 
Access costs

1
2
3
4

Task 1.2  Selecting an article to analyse

Select an article in your own field of research to use as your SA (Selected Article), 
preferably from your target journal and preferably written by a native speaker 
of English (check authors’ names and the location of their work sites to help 
identify an author’s language background). We suggest that you do not choose 
your SA from Nature (UK) or Science (USA), as these two journals use conven-
tions that are very different from most other journals. It will be more useful to 
learn the more usual conventions first, and then adapt them later if you need to. 
(See Chapter 2 for more details on the differences in article structure.)
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10 The following sections of the book work like this.

DD We present information about the structure of research articles, section by 
section, which has been summarized from the work of scholars in the field of 
applied linguistics over the last 20 years. We present this as a description, not a 
prescription: i.e. “this is what the scholars have found,” not “this is what you 
should do.” We do this because there are many effective ways to write articles, 
not just one way. Our aim is to help you develop a repertoire (a range of effective 
possibilities) to select from, depending on the goals you have for a given article 
section.

DD Then we ask you to look at the relevant section of the PEAs and check whether 
you can find the described features there (answers to the Tasks can be found in 
the Answer pages at the end of the book).

DD Next, we ask you to analyse your own SA for the same features and think about 
possible reasons for what you find.

DD Finally, we ask you to work on the draft of your OA, using the new information 
you have gained from the analysis. (These sections are optional for readers who 
do not have their own results ready to write up.)

DD As well as this analysis of structural features, the book includes teaching, analy-
sis, and exercises on elements of English language usage that are particularly 
relevant to each section of a research article. Again, answers are in the Answer 
pages. If English is your first language, you may choose to skip some or all of 
these sections.

DD After all the sections of a research article have been covered in this way, we 
demonstrate how to apply the same principles to writing a review article for 
submission to an international journal.

DD We then focus on the process of submitting the manuscript to the journal, and 
how to engage in correspondence with the editor about possible revisions.

DD Chapter 15 summarizes a process for preparing a manuscript from first to last, 
with strategies for editing and checking.

DD Chapter 16 focuses on techniques and strategies for ongoing development of 
your skills for writing, publishing, and presenting your research in English.

DD Chapter 17 provides advice about specific features of science writing that often 
cause problems for authors with EAL. It can be studied at any stage of a reader’s 
progress through the book.

DD Chapter 18 considers the writing of proposals for research funding and shows 
how to apply the book’s strategic approach to this important component of 21st 
century science.

DD The final section of the book (Chapters 19, 20, and 21) contains the three PEAs. 
Additional examples may be found on our website at www.writeresearch.com.au.

DD At the end of the book, you will find answers to the tasks that appear in the other 
chapters, an appendix containing details of journal impact assessment, and the 
Reference list.
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