AFE

r his

vide
Jcess
zble-
. the
many
zheir
2reby

<on-

“lishing
2usand

AN,

o

Rtk

Iy

o

(4
AN X

7.

‘ "m ‘{G'

o

Becoming a Reviewer

LESSONS SOMEWHAT PAINFULLY LEARNED

Elaine Romanelli

A s I begin this essay, there are three manu-
scripts sitting on my desk awaiting re-
view. One is already late, and I am feeling guilty.
Two are due within the next week, and I am
feeling pressured. Editors’ protestations notwith-
standing, I know that new manuscripts will ar-
rive within a week or two of my returning these.
I am also dimly aware of several manuscripts
under revision that will probably return to my
desk for second review sometime in the near
future. In more than 10 years of reviewing now,
it seerns that there have been only a few short
periods when I have not had at least one manu-
script to review. It strikes me, then, that one of
the most basic challenges of reviewing is han-
dling the ubiquitous deadline. The question I
have struggled with during all that time is how
to write a good review efficiently.

What does efficiency mean? It means that the
review is begun and completed in a relatively

short period. There are many ways to do this.
One way that I have heard espoused by many
colleagues is for the reviewer just to start writ-
ing comments, section by section, paragraph by
paragraph, as many as are needed, until the
entire manuscript has been addressed. For this
method, only one thorough reading is required.
Another way, also frequently espoused, is to
skim the manuscript quickly, making notes about
important problems or questions until two or
three, or some number deemed sufficient by the
reviewer, have been found. The reviewer can then
simply write up these few central problems and
recommend revision or rejection depending on
the severity of the problems. In those rare cases
when the reviewer finds few or no major prob-
lems, he or she can note this fact, point out a few
major contributions, and recommend acceptance.

I believe that there are positive aspects to both
these approaches. The first is certainly thorough.
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The author will be treated to a detailed exposi-
tion of virtually every question and issue that
occurred to the reviewer. The second is prob-
ably very effective for gatekeeping for the jour-
nal. Manuscripts that exhibit a few basic prob-
lems need revision. Manuscripts that exhibit
more than a few probably merit rejection, be-
cause the likelihood of successful revision tends
to be low. I don’t believe, however, that either
approach satisfies an objective of writing a good
review efficiently. In my experience (and I have
tried all the ways), the firstapproach is compre-
hensive, but fails to clarify key problems that
the author should address. The second approach
is satisfactory for evaluation and probably points
out some of the central difficulties, but fails to
provide constructive help.

So what isa good review? Today, I think there
are some rather straightforward answers to this
question, all of which, I must acknowledge, are
well presented in the major journals’ “instruc-
tions to reviewers.” A good review clearly iden-
tifies key contributions and problems in the
manuscript. A good review provides construc-
tive suggestions to the author for improving the
manuscript. A good review provides consistent
support for a recommendation to the editor
about the disposition of the manuscript, and
does so without necessarily revealing the rec-
ommendation. Unfortunately, although these
objectives are straightforward, and I have al-
ways understood them in my mind, they have
not been easy to achieve in a practical sense.
Nobody taught me how to spot key contribu-
tions quickly. Nobody taught me the difference
between constructive criticism—although it
seems like I remember something from fifth
grade on this—and just an elaborated list of a
paper’s deficiencies. Like too many aspects of
an academic’s job, the good review can be de-
scribed, but the lessons for writing one are left
to individual experimentation, self-doubt, and
random conclusions.

It has been an interesting task, in contem-
plating this essay, to consider what I have learned
about reviewing, and when I have learned it. In
keeping with the motivations for this book, I
think the best way I can tell the story of my
learning is through the personal “passages” I
have experienced. As I look back at literally
hundreds of reviews, what is most clear is that
the audience for the reviews—the audience in
my mind, of course—has changed quite sub-
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stantially. Where I once wrote for editors, I now
write for authors. More on that below. In part,
the audience has changed because I have grown
more secure and more confident in my ability
to write a good review. In part also, however,
the audience has changed because I have grown
more caring about the objectives of my reviews,
The following sections identify the changes in
the audiences and describe the lessons that have
promoted the changes.

First Reviews:
Writing for Editors

I received my first manuscript to review when
I was still a doctoral student. I felt both honored
and challenged by the assignment. I had no
published papers, only one book chapter ac-
cepted, and just a few conference presentations.
Like most academics in the early stages of their
careers, | had dreams of becoming a well-known
and well-respected member of my profession.
As 1 observed my mentors, I saw that they spent
rather large amounts of time reviewing manu-
scripts. They were proud of being invited to
serve as members of editorial boards of top-tier
journals. As I scanned the lists of names on
editorial boards, I saw that they comprised alot
of famous people whose names I also saw as
authors of articles in the journals. Reviewing,
apparently, was a route to status. I wanted to
become a reviewer.

Thus when I got that first manuscript—and
I am a little embarrassed to say this—before
ever reading a word, I had only one objective:
to get a second manuscript. Who gets manu-
scripts, of course, is controlled by editors. I had
to figure out how to write a review that would
impress the editor. In truth, I hadn’t a clue. I
thought I had to show that I was up on my
literature, and that I knew the relevant research
questions. I thought I should demonstrate com-
petence at research methods. No fatal flaw should
get by me. In keeping with the “instructions to
reviewers to take into account clarity of writ-
ing,” I supposed I should also help the authors
to write more clearly. Thus I set out to com-
ment, having read the paper maybe once, on
virtually every aspect of the manuscript.

Needless to say, efficiency was nowhere on
my mind (I didn’t know then that it would be
a problem to worry about). I spent at least a







