Joe Straus’s Guide to Graduate Study in Music Theory

Part 6. Writing for publication (articles, book chapters, reviews)
I. General considerations

A. Write for reasons of self-expression and to share research.  Scholarly articles (and book chapters) are the basic mode of communication in academia.

B. Write for reasons of career advancement 

1. Publish or perish: This applies at every stage of a career

2. Write your own ticket: Your success and stature depends crucially on and is highly correlated with how much you write and how good it is.

II. Reviews

A. Can be a good way to break into print and to have your authority in some area acknowledged.

B. Not as valuable as articles and book chapters for getting a job or getting promoted.

C. How reviews happen

1. Solicited.  Usually, the Reviews Editor of a journal will invite someone known as an authority in some area.  That’s one reason why you want to give conference papers and write articles—to attract invitations of this kind.

2. Unsolicited.  If there’s a book you particularly want to review, you can volunteer your services to a Reviews Editor (more likely to be successful at the less prestigious journals).  Or you can ask a faculty advisor or supporter to recommend you.

D. General advice

1. If you do a review, don’t spend too much time on it.

a. The career payoff is often not commensurate with the work involved 

b. Ultimately, it requires you to spend time with someone else’s work (OPW = other people’s work) that you would be better off spending on your own work (MOW = my own work).

2. Never be nasty, dismissive, ad hominem, or sarcastic.  A review can be an important service to the field and a way to get into print, but don’t be a smartass and don’t make an enemy.

III. Journal articles

A. Choosing a topic (consult with faculty)

1. Seminar papers.  If you’ve done a good piece of work, ask the instructor if it might be publishable.  

2. Independent studies.  If you have an idea, do an independent study.  The final paper might be the basis for an article.

3. Dissertation. Many published articles began life as a dissertation chapter.

4. Conference papers.  Virtually all published articles began life as a conference paper (or other oral presentation, like a colloquium).

B. How to write an article

1. Read lots of articles to see what the forms and standards are

2. Consult with your advisors and supporters 

3. Revise and polish—you want this to be your best work

C. Where to submit (consult with faculty) 

1. Read the journals to be sure your submission is appropriate

2. Contact the editor.  If you are not sure if a submission would be suitable, write the editor to ask.

D. How to submit

1. Carefully follow published guidelines (notes for contributors)

2. Do not double submit.  Journals invest a lot of time in reviewing each submission, and they will not be amused if you have submitted the same manuscript to another journal.

E. Review process

1. The editor of the journal will send your manuscript for review to two (usually) experts in your area.  Usually these will be members of the journal’s Editorial Board.

2. The reviewers submit written reports, which can range greatly in length, depth, and perspicacity.  These reports form the basis for the editor’s decision to accept or reject.

3. Possible outcomes

a. Reject.  They may just say no, but you will still have the benefit of the reviewers’ reports.  You can choose to make revisions, if you think they have made good points, before submitting to another journal.

b. Revise and resubmit.  The reviewers have raised objections serious enough that they won’t publish the article without reviewing it again (to be sure you have made the revisions the readers insist on).  Note that some negotiation is possible here: You should be sure that whatever revisions you do are sanctioned by the editor, and you can argue that some are unnecessary or improper.

c. Accept, usually with some minor revisions.  The revisions should be agreed on with the editor (things are negotiable). 

F. Publication process

1. Working with an editor.  You can negotiate a bit on matters of content, but basically you should do what the editor wants you to do—they’re usually pretty smart, experienced people.

2. Musical examples.  Most journals now expect you to submit musical examples in a finished, polished, digital form.

3. Copyright permissions.  Typically, you have to relinquish copyright in your article to the journal.  And you have to secure permission from copyright holders for any material you quote above a certain length.  Consult with the editor at the earliest possible moment about this issue—securing copyright permission can be time-consuming and costly.

IV. Book chapters in edited collections of essays

A. Where do edited collections come from?

1. Conference special sessions.  One reason to participate in a special session or panel, and one reason to organize a special session or panel, is in the hope that it will turn into a published collection with your paper as one of the chapters.

2. Invitation.  You might get invited to contribute an essay to a collection, but this is more likely if you have been visible and active in your area.

3. Your own initiative.  It’s possible that you might try to edit or co-edit a collection of essays, including one of your own, but this is less likely to happen when you are still in grad school.  

B. Publication process

1. It’s like a journal, with the editors of the collection functioning like the editors of a journal, but usually without the need for review of individual essays.  Usually, once you’re invited, you’re in.

2. Cooperate with the editors—do what they say to do when they say to do it.

3. Preparation of musical examples and securing of copyright permissions will most likely be your responsibility, as with a journal article.

V. Some general advice for academic writing

A. Work collaboratively, in consultation with advisors.  As with everything you do, don’t try to do it all alone.  Run ideas past people you trust, and show them drafts.  Anything you submit for publication should have been thoroughly vetted by at least one skilled reader and should be as complete and polished as you can make it.

B. Always be writing.  Whatever the writing project (seminar paper, dissertation, article or book chapter), do not imagine that you should do the research first and the writing later (paradoxical advice: write first, read later).  Rather, write as you go, write every time you have an idea, write in response to the things you read, write before you read, spend more time writing and less time reading, and write at least something every day.

