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Agenda

• Defining your problem and preparing the 
manuscript (Nancy Riggs)

• Submitting a manuscript and the review 
process (Ronadh Cox)

• PLEASE stop us at any time with a 
question
– try to keep questions general (would 

someone else likely have your question ?)
– we would like to hear your personal questions 

at the end of the session
nancy.riggs@nau.edu



Part I:  Before you begin and as 
you are writing

Nancy Riggs, former
GSA Bulletin co-editor;
Associate Editor for 

(gulp) 20+ years…
B

nancy.riggs@nau.edu - email me!nancy.riggs@nau.edu



From the beginning
• You’re finishing up your research and 

thrilled about your results
• You have a novel idea that apparently 

hasn’t been discussed before
• You have an enormous pile of maps 

/seismic / analyses / video footage / 
remote imagery and synthesis of them

IT’S TIME TO PUBLISH!
nancy.riggs@nau.edu



From the beginning

• Choose the most appropriate journal 
– who is your audience?

• Think about the primary idea you want 
to convey

• Think about who your co-authors 
should be (if any)

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



Which journal? (GSA example)

Quick descriptions of each journalnancy.riggs@nau.edu



Which journal? (GSA example)

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



Which journal? (GSA example)

Each journal has a unique niche:  which is best for 
your work?nancy.riggs@nau.edu



Which journal? 

Each journal has a unique niche:  which is best for 
your work?nancy.riggs@nau.edu



From the beginning

• Write!

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



Use the journal

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



Use the journal
• Model how you construct the 

manuscript on a published 
paper (structure, formatting, 
diagrams, tables, etc.)

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



Getting the editor interested in 
your manuscript

 Ronadh will discuss this – suffice to say 
that the editor is the gatekeeper

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



• Most ideas have value
• Frame your idea in a way that your 

officemate / partner / colleague can 
see its value:  why would someone 
read about this?

• One (well-developed) idea per paper 
may be enough

What is important?

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



• One (well-developed) idea per paper 
may be enough
– your work was on detrital zircon in a Triassic 

unit 
– your MS student worked on the petrology of 

volcanic cobbles in that unit
– is this one paper about provenance or one 

about provenance and one about petrology 
of the arc that was the source?

• How can a geoscientist on the other side 
of the world use your idea?

What is important?

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



• Everyone who had a substantial 
contribution in framing the problem 
and its resolution.
– all authors must contribute to writing the 

paper, whether literally or through ideas
– many journals require confirmation  

Who are your co-authors?

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



• Who is your audience
– keep in mind that if you are writing for a 

“general” journal, you must assume 
relatively little inferred knowledge (your 
reader knows much less about your topic 
than you do…)

“get ready” to write

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



• Hourglass structure
• IMRAD (introduction, methods, results, 

and discussion)

Write!

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



Hourglass structure

BIG concepts & context

findings (background, 
methods, data, results, 
comparisons... )

discussion, relevance, 
synthesis, implications, 
predictions —
more broad context

introduction

the ‘meat’

wrap up

% impact% impact
nancy.riggs@nau.edu



• Think very seriously about writing an 
outline first…

• Make a list of likely figures and insert 
them in the outline

Write!

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



• Follow the scientific method
– what is known
– what is not known / poorly understood / 

contradictory to the previous ideas:  What 
is the problem?!

– why you used the method / field site / 
images you did – how it/they are THE way 
to solve the prob

– a bit about your conclusions

Write the Introduction

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



• The Intro needs to show that you are 
aware of the pertinent literature

• Be BRIEF
– the Introduction is critical but should not 

be more than ~2 double-spaced pages 
(far less for Geology)

– be sure all the main points are covered 
without excessive detail

• The Introduction sets the stage…

Write the Introduction

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



• Methods
– sufficiently descriptive that they can be 

replicated
• Figures and tables that stand alone 

and support the paper
• Data (results):  

– all your results whether they support your 
ideas or not

– no bias, no interpretation at this point

The other parts

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



• Discussion
– do NOT introduce new data in this section
– discuss your ideas and interpretations
– how do your data and ideas mesh with other 

previous work
• Conclusion
• The title (!!) (write this last)

– why would someone choose to read your 
paper?

– be descriptive and specific

The other parts

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



• Write to your figures
– “a picture paints a thousand words…” 

(what words are you replacing)?
– how does a figure support the text?
– a figure caption should highlight the take-

away points and not be pages long…
• Write, put the manuscript down for 

three days, and rewrite

Other tips for preparing the 
manuscript:  the do’s

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



• Put your co-authors to work!  Make 
them read a draft.

• When using contributions from co-
authors, don’t hesitate to rewrite in 
your own voice

Other tips for preparing the 
manuscript:  the do’s

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



•abstract or intro too long
•no idea of the purpose
•weird formatting (e.g., margins)
•single line spacing
•no line numbers

•obtuse writing
•“preachy”
•references not GSA format
•no summary or conclusions

Other tips for preparing the 
manuscript:  the don’ts

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



• look for that hook – will your paper appeal to 
more than the 25 geoscientists in your 
subdiscipline?

• look at the match with the journal –
innovative? data-rich?

SO
• be sure to look at a journal’s mission 

statement
• establish connections between your work and 

broader problems
• PLEASE remember that the editor is gate-

keeper first and is not obliged to send your 
manuscript out for review…

The editor will…

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



• Never start your paper (Abstract or 
Introduction) with “We”.  The paper is 
about rocks or techniques or many 
other things, but not about you.

• Don’t write to be understood, write so 
that you cannot be misunderstood

Last but not least

nancy.riggs@nau.edu



Submission and Review

What’s your problem, What’s your point?
GSA National Meeting, Indianapolis 2018

Rónadh Cox
Williams College
Former Editor of GEOLOGY

rcox@williams.edu



(1) As a writer

(2) As a reviewer

As a member of the research community you 
interact with the review process in two ways

Racetalkblog Forensic Science Societyrcox@williams.edu



Reviewers 
reviewReviewers 
reviewReviewers 
review

Final decision
Editor 

evaluates 
revisions

Editor chooses 
reviewers

Data, 
results, 
ideas

Authors 
frame 
paper

Choose 
target 
journal Editor declines paper

Submission and Review Process

Authors write and 
submit paper

Authors revise 
and submit 

detailed list of 
changes

Reject

Revise

Editor analyses and 
summarises reviews, 

makes decision

rcox@williams.edu
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Do your job right: be professional
Make the presentation PERFECT!!

• the paper is as good as you can make it
• follow journal guidelines for organisation
• pay attention to file formats
• complete and correct reference list
• thoughtful reviewer suggestions

rcox@williams.edu



1. Make editors’ and reviewers’ jobs as easy as you can:  
Make your manuscript the best it can be.  

• Editors and reviewers have to work harder to follow and 
understand a paper that is poorly written, poorly 
prepared, or poorly thought through. 

• If the reviewer’s job is harder: 
(a) they will be trying to figure out where you are 
coming from and therefore may not be able to 
efficiently provide the constructive criticism that is so 
valuable.
(b) they may become irritated with you and your paper, 
which may make them more critical.  

As a writer:

rcox@williams.edu



rcox@williams.edu



The cover letter matters: 
What’s your problem?  What’s your point?

Context, context, context!rcox@williams.edu



Suggesting reviewers:

https://www.geosociety.org/GSA/Publications/Info_Services/Ethical_
Guidelines/GSA/Pubs/Ethical_Guidelines.aspx

4. Reviewers
4.1. A reviewer should disclose real or perceived conflict of interests to 
the Editor before agreeing to write a review. Examples include, but are 
not restricted to, past (within the last 5 years) or current 
collaboration, close friend, employer or employee, family 
relationship, institutional relationship, past or present graduate 
advisor or advisee, someone with whom the reviewer has had past 
or ongoing acrimonious relations, or situations where the reviewer 
could stand to gain economically by publication or rejection of the 
manuscript. The Editor will decide if the conflict is severe enough to 
prevent the reviewer from writing a fair, objective review. 

pick people with the appropriate expertise, whom 
you think can give a fair evaluation of the work.  

Be mindful of ethics

rcox@williams.edu



Suggesting reviewers:
You can also, if appropriate, list 

“opposed reviewers”

Which are ethical reasons to oppose a reviewer?

• antagonistic personality
• scientific disagreements
• “competitors”

✓
✘

✘

rcox@williams.edu
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Appreciate the work of the reviewer. 
Don’t be snarky, or dismissive of criticism.  

• The reviewers’ comments are a window to how the 
community at large will respond to your paper.  
Take them to heart in good spirit.

• If the reviewer misunderstood a point that you 
thought was clear, consider the possibility that you 
did not explain yourself as well as you thought. 

• If you disagree with a reviewer’s point, refute it (in 
your response to the editor) in a collegial way, 
providing solid grounds.  

rcox@williams.edu
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When working on your revisions

1. Documenting the changes you make is important

• Don’t go at the revisions like a bull at a gate.  Be 
organised.  

• ALWAYS use “track changes” in your file!

• Make a list of the reviewers’ points, and as you 
address each one, annotate your list with the 
changes you made.

• If you do not make a suggested change, specify 
why you believe that change is not necessary.

image from semrush.comrcox@williams.edu



When working on your revisions

2. The tone you take is important

• Don’t be snarky.  It never goes over well.  Even if the 
reviewer is demonstrably an ass, be gracious.  

“Be kind whenever possible.  It’s always possible”

rcox@williams.edu



Reviewing papers is an integral part of 
the culture and practice of research

Lots of resources out there:
e.g. “How to review a paper” in Science (2016) By Elisabeth Pain

sciencemag.org/careers/2016/09/how-review-paper
rcox@williams.edu



1. Be a good citizen. 

• Every paper you submit for publication will be 
reviewed by ≈three people. It’s your duty to the 
community to step up and take your turn.

• Seek out opportunities to review!  It’s great 
experience.

As a reviewer:

rcox@williams.edu



2. Appreciate the work of the writer.  

• Don’t be snarky, or dismissive of their interpretations. 

• If you disagree with the writer’s points, refute them in 
a collegial way, providing solid grounds.  

• If you see or suspect ethical or other serious issues, 
address them in confidential comments to the editor.

• Your main task is to evaluate the science, but if you 
see a way to help the writer express their thoughts 
more clearly, provide that feedback.  

As a reviewer:

rcox@williams.edu



3. Take the opportunity to learn and improve 
your own writing. 

• If the writer makes some point well, or you notice a 
good structural or narrative technique, take that on 
board and add it to your arsenal.  

• If the paper is dreadful, try and understand why it 
fails, and avoid those pitfalls yourself.

As a reviewer:

rcox@williams.edu



Dear Dr. X,

(This Journal) is receiving nearly twice as many papers as we can 
publish which has caused us to tightly interpret our charge of 
publishing novel contributions on subjects of broad interest within 
the earth and planetary science community.…Stuff about the paper…

I then examined the reviewer records of the first two authors and 
discovered that, of the 23 requests for reviews sent to you and Dr. 
Y over many years, not a single completed review has resulted 
(due to rejection, termination, or failure to provide an agreed 
review). Although you are not the prime culprit in this record, I 
find it frankly remarkable that collectively you would submit to a 
journal in whose well-being you have shown so little interest.

Your paper has been rejected without review.

Yours sincerely…..

The Importance of Reviewing: A (True!!) Cautionary Tale

cartoon from Pixgood.comrcox@williams.edu



In sum
Be organised and thorough: professionalism is key!

Be grateful for reviews and be grateful to reviewers.
Seek out opportunities to review!

McDaniel College Writing Centre
rcox@williams.edu



Thinking as a reviewer, what would you expect to 
see in a manuscript? This exercise can help you mentally 
step away from your writing and think about it from an outsider’s 
perspective.

How can you frame your problem effectively and 
efficiently? How do you fit your point in limited 
space?

How do you balance a creative-writing approach 
with presentation of data and results? How can 
you be both functional and readable?

What are good strategies or for writing and 
rewriting(either before submission or after review)?

Questions for general discussion

rcox@williams.edu
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