Publishing your Research
Hints and Tips
This short document has been prepared for researchers and practitioner-researchers within the Lifelong Learning Networks community.  It is designed to help those who are as yet unpublished to prepare and target their work for publication in conference proceedings, refereed journals and edited collections.  While I have included information, hints and tips that over the years have helped me to publish my work, there may be other experienced writers within the community that have other tips to contribute.  If so, please feel free to email them to me and we will collect together everyone’s know-how in one dynamic document.

Why publish?

People publish for a variety of personal and professional reasons.  Perhaps the most compelling is the desire to publicise the results of a piece of research, scholarship or evaluation more widely.  In the context of the Lifelong Learning Networks publication is very important, because as the programme as a whole comes to an end there is an opportunity ensure that all the knowledge and experience that has been gathered throughout its lifecycle is captured and used to shape future policy and practice.  This not only avoids the waste of public money, but on a human level ensures that the efforts of many skilled practitioners are not wasted or passed over.  Moreover, it subjects research work carried out within or through Lifelong Learning Networks to peer scrutiny which ultimately will help to refine and uphold the quality of research coming forward from our community.
There may also be personal and professional reasons for wanting to publish.  Publication is an important aspect of professional development and career progression, and not just for academic researchers.  Professional practitioners in other areas such as teaching and tutoring, health and social care, advice and guidance and management can find the discipline of writing up and publishing research to be professionally useful.  For one thing, it guarantees objective feedback and constructive criticism which in itself is a learning process.  It can also bring new contacts, as those interested in your research and its findings will often get in touch.  Moreover, a list of relevant publications can add a definite shine to the CV, providing a useful edge in a competitive job market.
Where to publish

The field of widening participation and lifelong learning offers a variety of outlets and these are detailed in a separate document.  Taking a long term strategic approach to getting published will greatly increase your chances, and it is by far better in most cases to start by targeting one of the smaller publications rather than going straight for the higher ranking journals.  Conferences can also be an excellent way to get started, and are especially valuable if conference proceedings or a book are to be published afterwards.
Writing for publication

Good writing starts with good research, which is outside the scope of this document.  However assuming the research has been carried out to a high standard, the next step is to communicate your findings to a wider audience.  The key word here is communicate, and to do this you need to be clear about who you are addressing.  This information should be provided by the journal or conference you are targeting, as they will be keen to point out who the publication or event is aimed at.  This should give you a good idea of the likely background knowledge of those who will be reading your work, and therefore how much time you will have to spend explaining your basic terms.  Journals may also advise authors on how much background knowledge to assume.  However in all cases you should avoid jargon or unnecessarily technical language.  My recommendation would be to keep your writing as clear and direct as possible.

Journals also provide guidelines to authors on content and presentation, and you should read these guidelines carefully, particularly any word limits.  The more scientifically oriented journals may require a detailed methodology and formal findings section, for example, while others may prefer the emphasis to be on the implications for practice.  This should enable you to set out a framework for your article with a number of key headings, and an idea of how many words to devote to each section.  If guidance is not available then the following framework should suffice for most articles:
· Abstract: A summary of the research / scholarship / argument and its conclusions (ideally you should write this last, but in practice this is rarely the case)

· Background: The issue you are discussing and why it is important. What other people have found or said in relation to this issue

· Methodology: Your study or piece of scholarship and how you approached it. You should demonstrate that it was rigorously planned and that the methods you chose were appropriate and robust.  Ideally you should provide enough information to make it possible for others to replicate your work, though for studies based on interpretivist approaches this may not be appropriate.

· Findings: Set out what you have found in as clear a ways as possible.  For quantitative studies, tables may be appropriate.  Qualitative data can be themed, with evidence presented to back up each theme.

· Discussion: It is important not only to present your data but to discuss (in an evidenced way) what it means and its wider implications.  Ideally this should be consistent with your introduction, and take forward the argument, debate or highlighted issue you have already discussed.  This helps to give the paper a sense of unity.

In common with any type of writing, your aim should be to make it as easy as possible for the reader to follow the thread of your argument or the logic of your findings.  This means one concept per paragraph, introduced at the beginning and closed off at the end.  Within the paragraph you should extend or evidence your argument on that point and avoid the temptation to sidetrack.  This discipline also makes it easier for you to assess the quality of the evidence you present, particularly in the paragraphs about your findings.  Ask yourself: is the evidence relevant to the conclusion drawn from it; is it sufficient; are there any possible counter-arguments that I have not discussed?
One tip I was introduced to early in my writing career was that, as a new writer, it is best to err on the side of caution when presenting your conclusions.  Softening your assertions with phrases like ‘the evidence would suggest that...’ or ‘we tentatively conclude that...’ makes it more difficult for others to make technical criticisms of your work, particularly in terms of the sufficiency of your evidence.  This is also a good strategy to use if you are setting out to challenge other people’s work or existing theory, unless you are very confident in your evidence and conclusions and relish a robust academic debate!  On the other hand, being too tentative by overusing qualifying words and phrases can make you seem unsure and lacking in authority on your subject, so it would be wise not to go too far down this road.
Once you have produced your first draft, put it away for a week or so unless you are absolutely up against a deadline.  It is worth building in the time for this, as you are likely to come back to it with fresh eyes allowing you to revise and polish it prior to sending it off for publication.  If you have a colleague or mentor who is willing to read and comment on your paper, this is even better.  
Thinking like an editor

It is the job of the editor (or editorial committee) to turn out editions of their publication that are:
1. Relevant to their readers

2. Meet the quality expectations of the publication

3. Provide sufficient variety to make an interesting edition

4. Conform to any guidance they publish

For most journals (and conferences) this will mean treading a line between quality and having sufficient content.  This is great news for newcomers, as most editors are likely to be encouraging and provide guidance to those who show promise but whose work doesn’t yet reach the standard required (see below).  However it does also mean that it’s easy to annoy an editor by submitting articles that are too long, not relevant to the readership or that do not follow their published style guide.

On the subject of style guides, I have often found it to be the case that journals seem to have unofficial as well as official house styles.  This often derives from the shared values and norms of the academic or practitioner discipline in question and while there may be some diversity, it should be possible to detect an approach that is more likely to appeal.  The way to address this is, of course, to read some back copies of the journal in order to get a feel for the way the more established authors approach their work.  This will also help you to avoid overlapping too much with work that has already been published, and equally importantly to include citations of relevant work that has previously been published in that journal.

Seeing it through

Submitting your completed article is often only the start.  Following a review process, which may take some months, you are most likely to receive a request for amendments which might be quite lengthy.  On the one hand this is good news, as your article will almost certainly see publication if you address the issues that are raised.  Keep that point in mind during the weeks ahead!
It is very easy to become discouraged when asked to rewrite, provide additional evidence or add new sections to your article.  By this time exhaustion will probably have set in and you will have moved on to other things in the meantime, while the editor may be demanding a very fast turnaround.  However this is an important part of the process so it is as well to be prepared for it.  I always try to treat it as an opportunity to develop and learn more about the academic writing process.  It doesn’t stop me finding it difficult though, or at times being irritated with the reviewers!  But seeing it through to the end is more than worth it when you finally see your work in print.
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