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Why do you publish?
• To share what you know, so that

– Other researchers can build on that knowledge or 
extend it towards the clinic

– Other researchers can employ that methodology or 
use that new reagent 

– Physicians or other health care professionals can use 
that knowledge in their practice

– Patients can learn the outcome of a clinical trial
– Students can learn about an area of research or get 

inspired to become a researcher
– To inform policy
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Why do you publish?

• If you don’t publish the results of your research, 
you might as well not have done it

• If no one reads or uses the results of your 
research, you might as well not have done it

• Publication record = publication • use
• That is why your publication record is critical to 

obtaining grants, positions, and promotions
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Publication record = publication • use

• How do you maximize use? 
– Do research that has an impact on others
– Write your paper in a way that maximizes the 

likelihood that your work will be read and used
– Maximize accessibility to your work 

• Choice of where to publish
• Deposition in freely accessible archives
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Maximizing Use: Get Your 
Audience

• Except in the cases when a paper is assigned to 
you as an editor, reviewer, or student, you 
choose what to read. How do you make that 
decision?
– A few journals (or their TOCs) are read cover to cover 
– A newspaper article or review highlighted that article
– Otherwise, most people decide based on 

• Title
• Authors
• Journal
• Abstract
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Title

• State what you have learned clearly 
without overstatement

• Make sure this matches your abstract and 
text of the paper
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Title (examples)
• Inositol hexakisphosphate and Gle1 activate the DEAD-

box protein Dbp5 for nuclear mRNA export.

• Crosstalk between peroxisome proliferator-activated 
receptor delta and VEGF stimulates cancer progression.

• Bradykinin B2 Receptor Does Not Contribute to Blood 
Pressure Lowering During AT1 Receptor Blockade.

• p120-catenin and p190RhoGAP regulate cell-cell 
adhesion by coordinating antagonism between Rac and 
Rho.
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Title (less good)

• Zebrafish trilobite identifies new roles for 
Strabismus in gastrulation and neuronal 
movements.

• Contribution of endothelial nitric oxide to 
blood pressure in humans.

• Paclitaxel-carboplatin alone or with 
bevacizumab for non-small-cell lung 
cancer.
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Abstract

• Need to provide
– Relevant background
– Major Methodology
– Major Conclusion
– Significance

Many will just stop reading after the Abstract, so 
make sure the main points are clear
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Background
Cellular localization of severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus (SARS-CoV) in the lungs 
of patients with SARS is important in confirming the etiological association of the virus with 
disease as well as in understanding the pathogenesis of the disease. To our knowledge, there 
have been no comprehensive studies investigating viral infection at the cellular level in humans. 

Methods and Findings
We collected the largest series of fatal cases of SARS with autopsy material to date by merging 
the pathological material from two regions involved in the 2003 worldwide SARS outbreak in 
Hong Kong, China, and Toronto, Canada. We developed a monoclonal antibody against the 
SARS-CoV nucleoprotein and used it together with in situ hybridization (ISH) to analyze the 
autopsy lung tissues of 32 patients with SARS from Hong Kong and Toronto. We compared the 
results of these assays with the pulmonary pathologies and the clinical course of illness for 
each patient. SARS-CoV nucleoprotein and RNA were detected by immunohistochemistry and 
ISH, respectively, primarily in alveolar pneumocytes and, less frequently, in macrophages. 
Such localization was detected in four of the seven patients who died within two weeks of 
illness onset, and in none of the 25 patients who died later than two weeks after symptom 
onset.
Conclusions
The pulmonary alveolar epithelium is the chief target of SARS-CoV, with macrophages infected 
subsequently. Viral replication appears to be limited to the first two weeks after symptom onset, 
with little evidence of continued widespread replication after this period. If antiviral therapy is 
considered for future treatment, it should be focused on this two-week period of acute clinical 
disease.
(from Nicholls JM, Butany J, Poon LLM, Chan KH, Beh SL, et al. (2006) Time Course and Cellular 
Localization of SARS-CoV Nucleoprotein and RNA in Lungs from Fatal Cases of SARS. PLoS Med 3(2): e27) 
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EphrinB2 was recently discovered as a functional receptor for Nipah virus (NiV), a 
lethal emerging paramyxovirus. Ephrins constitute a class of homologous ligands
for the Eph class of receptor tyrosine kinases and exhibit overlapping expression 
patterns. Thus, we examined whether other ephrins might serve as alternative 
receptors for NiV. Here, we show that of all known ephrins (ephrinA1–A5 and 
ephrinB1–B3), only the soluble Fc-fusion proteins of ephrinB3, in addition to 
ephrinB2, bound to soluble NiV attachment protein G (NiV-G). Soluble NiV-G bound 
to cell surface ephrinB3 and B2 with subnanomolar affinities (Kd = 0.58 nM and 0.06 
nM for ephrinB3 and B2, respectively). Surface plasmon resonance analysis 
indicated that the relatively lower affinity of NiV-G for ephrinB3 was largely due to a 
faster off-rate (Koff = 1.94 × 10−3 s−1 versus 1.06 × 10−4 s−1 for ephrinB3 and B2, 
respectively). EphrinB3 was sufficient to allow for viral entry of both pseudotype
and live NiV. Soluble ephrinB2 and B3 were able to compete for NiV-envelope-
mediated viral entry on both ephrinB2- and B3-expressing cells, suggesting that 
NiV-G interacts with both ephrinB2 and B3 via an overlapping site. Mutational 
analysis indicated that the Leu–Trp residues in the solvent exposed G–H loop of 
ephrinB2 and B3 were critical determinants of NiV binding and entry. Indeed, 
replacement of the Tyr–Met residues in the homologous positions in ephrinB1 with 
Leu–Trp conferred NiV receptor activity to ephrinB1. Thus, ephrinB3 is a bona fide 
alternate receptor for NiV entry, and two residues in the G–H loop of the ephrin B-
class ligands are critical determinants of NiV receptor activity.

(From Negrete OA, Wolf MC, Aguilar HC, Enterlein S, Wang W, et al. (2006) Two Key 
Residues in EphrinB3 Are Critical for Its Use as an Alternative Receptor for Nipah Virus. 
PLoS Pathog 2(2): e7)
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Maximize Use: Knowing Your 
Audience and Telling Your Story
• Different people read your paper for 

different reasons and focus on different 
parts of your paper:
– A student preparing to present your paper in a 

journal club might read it cover to cover
– A scientist in your field will focus on the 

methodology and data
– Someone outside your field will need to know 

the context and significance
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There are two very distinct 
audiences for your paper

• The Scientist in Your 
Field
– Methods
– Data (figures, tables, etc.)
– Legends

• The Outsider (scientists, 
editors, others)
– The “body” of the paper 

(introduction, results, 
discussion)

Each piece needs to individually tell your 
story in a way that is best suited to the 
appropriate audience.
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What Do Specialists Want to 
Know?

• What is this paper about? (Title, Abstract)
• Can I trust you? (Authors, Competing Interests)
• Did other people find the work important? (Journal)
• What did you do?  (Abstract, Materials and Methods)

– Is the approach you’re taking up to the standards of the field? Do you 
have the right controls, statistical analysis?

– Is there a new approach, assay, or reagent that can prove useful in their 
own work?

• What did you learn? (Title, Abstract, Tables, Figures, Citations)
– Do you know what has already been shown? (citations)
– Have you collected enough data to draw meaningful conclusions? (Ns 

and error bars)
– Are the differences between the control and the experiment large

enough to be meaningful over noise? (show the control, describe the 
study design)

– Have you tested alternative hypotheses? (the body of experiments
presented)
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Preparing and Presenting Data for 
other Specialists in Your Field 

• Methods
• Data
• Legends
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Methods

• Methods need to be provided in enough 
detail that they can be reproduced by 
others

• New reagents, datasets, etc. need to be 
made available for researchers to use
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Data

• Include all data necessary to the 
conclusions you stated in the title and 
abstract

• Do not include data that are irrelevant to 
those conclusions

• BUT DO NOT EXCLUDE DATA THAT 
CONTRADICT YOUR CONCLUSIONS!!
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Data

• Organize your data into discrete pieces 
that each make a specific point
– The titles of the legends associated with each 

piece provide the outline for your results 
section of your paper

– Do not hesitate to use well-presented papers 
like yours to serve as models for this
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Other issues

• -Rules on Data and Materials Sharing
-Controls, Selective Presentation
-Methodology
-Responsibilities of Authorship
-Acknowledgments
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What Do Nonspecialists Want to 
Know?

• What is this paper about? (Title, Abstract)
• Can I trust you? (Authors, Competing Interests)
• Did other people find the work important? Am I likely to find it interesting?

(Journal)
• What does the field already know and what does it need to know 

(Introduction)?
– What is the question being addressed by the research, and is it important?
– Are there some good reviews in the area that I should read if I want to learn more?

• What did you do?  (Abstract, Results)
– How does your approach compare to other approaches in the field? What are the right 

controls, statistical analysis?
– Is there a new approach, assay, or reagent that can prove useful in their own work?

• What did you learn? (Title, Abstract, Results)
– What can you conclude from the experiments you’ve performed?
– Have you tested alternative hypotheses? (the body of experiments presented)

• What does it mean? (Discussion)
– Have you answered a long-standing question? Opened up a new avenue of research? 

Provided a new approach or that should prove useful to many other researchers?
– What can I look forward to next in this line of inquiry?



22

Specialists vs Nonspecialists
• What is this paper about? (Title, Abstract)
• Can I trust you? (Authors, Competing Interests)
• Did other people find the work important?

(Journal)
• What did you do? (Abstract, Materials and 

Methods)
– Is the approach you’re taking up to the standards of the 

field? Do you have the right controls, statistical 
analysis?

– Is there a new approach, assay, or reagent that can 
prove useful in their own work?

• What did you learn? (Title, Abstract, Tables, 
Figures, Citations)

– Do you know what has already been shown? (citations)
– Have you collected enough data to draw meaningful 

conclusions? (Ns and error bars)
– Are the differences between the control and the 

experiment large enough to be meaningful over noise? 
(show the control, describe the study design)

– Have you tested alternative hypotheses? (the body of 
experiments presented)

• What is this paper about? (Title, Abstract)
• Can I trust you? (Authors, Competing Interests)
• Did other people find the work important? Am I 

likely to find it interesting? (Journal)
• What does the field already know and what does 

it need to know (Introduction)?
– What is the question being addressed by the 

research, and is it important?
– Are there some good reviews in the area that I 

should read if I want to learn more?
• What did you do?  (Abstract, Results)

– How does your approach compare to other 
approaches in the field? What are the right 
controls, statistical analysis?

– Is there a new approach, assay, or reagent that can 
prove useful in their own work?

• What did you learn? (Title, Abstract, Results)
– What can you conclude from the experiments 

you’ve performed?
– Have you tested alternative hypotheses? (the body 

of experiments presented)
• What does it mean? (Discussion)

– Have you answered a long-standing question? 
Opened up a new avenue of research? Provided a 
new approach or that should prove useful to many 
other researchers?

– What can I look forward to next in this line of 
inquiry?



23

The Nonspecialist Reader

• Introduction
• Results
• Discussion
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Providing Context for Scientists 
and Others Outside Your Field 

• The Introduction gives readers the 
relevant background, defines the question 
that will be answered, explains why the 
answer to this question is worth knowing, 
and describes the approach that will be 
used. This should be related to what was 
provided much more briefly at the 
beginning of the Abstract.
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Placing Work in Context

Question

Experimental Design

Introduction
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Results: State them clearly and 
objectively

• The results provide a textual version of the 
methods and data. It explains clearly and plainly 
(without the level of detail required to reproduce 
the results) what was done and what you 
learned.

• The organization of the Results matches the 
organization of the Data

• Do not speculate within the results, unless that 
speculation drives the next part of the paper
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Discussion: how does this fit with what 
is known? Where does this lead?

• Do not simply repeat everything you’ve done 
and learned, but start by reiterating the main 
point of the paper (i.e., the answer to the 
question you posed in the introduction)

• THEN: 
– How does this fit with other reported studies and 

expectations?
– Why is this important? 
– What are the caveats?
– What interesting questions does this raise?
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Other issues:

• -Giving Credit to Others
-Discriminating between What You Have 
Shown and What It May Mean
-How Far Can You Speculate?
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Getting Your Paper Published:

What Editors Are Trained to Do, and 
What You Can Do to Help
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Who are professional editors?
• At high profile journals with professional editorial teams, 

editors are
– Trained in Research (most have PhDs or MDs and 

postdoctoral experience)
– Oriented towards the research community, rather 

than the publishing community
– Generalists (like to think broadly, and don’t know your 

work as well as you do)
– Try to make each decision consistent with journal 

policy and with other decisions being made by the 
journal
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What does this mean for you?

• You can treat professional editors as your 
colleagues

• You need to help editors appreciate the 
significance of your work

• You need to appreciate that sometimes 
“larger forces” are at play than 
confidentiality allows an editor to explain
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The job of an editor
• Determine whether a paper might “in principle” be 

appropriate for a journal (evaluate)
• Identify appropriate reviewers to help then decide 

whether to publish a paper (oversee peer review)
• Explain that decision to you in as constructive and 

transparent a manner possible (communicate with 
authors)

• Respond to comments from you that might lead them to 
reconsider that decision (re-evaluate)

• Identify important new areas of research (imagine the 
future)
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What Do Editors Need to Know?
• What is this paper about? (Cover Letter, Title, 

Abstract)
• What does the field already know and what does it 

need to know (Cover Letter, Introduction, PubMed)?
• What did you do?  (Cover Letter, Abstract, Results, 

Reviews)
• What did you learn? (Cover Letter, Title, Abstract, 

Results)
• What does it mean? (Cover Letter, Discussion)
• Do experts find the work sound, important and 

interesting (Reviews)?
• Can I trust you? (Authors, Competing 

Interests/Disclosure Form, Special Requests in Cover 
Letter)
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Editors are (Savvy) Nonspecialists
• What is this paper about? (Title, 

Abstract)
• Can I trust you? (Authors, 

Competing Interests)
• Did other people find the work 

important? Am I likely to find it 
interesting? (Journal)

• What does the field already 
know and what does it need to 
know (Introduction)?

• What did you do?  (Abstract, 
Results)

• What did you learn? (Title, 
Abstract, Results)

• What does it mean? (Discussion)

• What is this paper about? 
(Cover Letter, Title, Abstract)

• What does the field already 
know and what does it need to 
know (Cover Letter, Introduction, 
PubMed)?

• What did you do?  (Cover 
Letter, Abstract, Results, 
Reviews)

• What did you learn? (Cover 
Letter, Title, Abstract, Results)

• What does it mean? (Cover 
Letter, Discussion)

• Do experts find the work sound, 
important and interesting 
(Reviews)?

• Can I trust you? (Authors, 
Competing Interests/Disclosure 
Form, Special Requests in 
Cover Letter)
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The Evaluation Stage

• Assume that all the data are correct, and 
the interpretations are valid – is this paper 
appropriate for the journal? (scope, 
significance)

• If yes, is the paper logically sound?
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Assume that all the data are correct, and the 
interpretations are valid – is this paper 

appropriate for the journal? (significance)

• Placing the paper in the context of what is already 
known, how significant is the advance?
- could the result have been predicted based on what 
was already known?
- does the result change the way you think? answer a 
longstanding question? open a new line of research?
- does the result belong in a textbook? Should the 
speaker be invited to give a seminar?



37

Explaining Significance to Editors: 
The Good News

• If you’ve written the text of the paper as 
I’ve already advised, you are going to help 
the editor (a professional outsider 
scientist) do her job

• But there’s something else you can do



38

What else can you do? Send a 
detailed cover letter!

• Take advantage of the cover letter (sometimes 
you will find it easier to convey why the work is 
interesting and important outside the context of 
the paper)

• Mention the fields that you expect will find the 
work interesting

• Send a presubmission inquiry. If you’re not sure 
a paper is appropriate, you can ask an editor for 
advice. But be prepared to accept their advice if 
you ask for it.
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What else can you do?
Pre-Review

• Show your paper to colleagues both inside 
and outside the field to see if they can 
understand the points you are trying to 
make and find your arguments persuasive 
(I have some guidelines that may help)

• Vanderbilt Editor’s Club
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Mission of the Editors' Club
• To offer valuable editorial advice regarding language 

usage, organization, and clarity to VUMC graduate 
students and postdoctoral fellows

• To help graduate students and postdoctoral fellows 
develop essential written communication skills

• To provide professional development for individuals 
interested in careers in academia, technical writing, or 
editing

• To help editors improve their own scientific writing skills
• To maintain Vanderbilt’s institutional reputation in the 

field of biomedical research by striving for clarity in all 
forms of written communication. 
https://medschool.mc.vanderbilt.edu/editors_club/
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Office Hours for the Editor’s 
Club

• Tuesdays 1-2pm
• S-3408 Medical Center North (my office!)
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The Peer Review Stage

If the paper seems appropriate and logically 
sound, who would be best to assess the 
technical aspects of a paper?

Methodologies
Model Systems
Big Picture
Sense of Journal
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What can you do to help?

• Don’t be afraid to suggest reviewers, along 
with their expertise (esp. for papers that 
use unusual methodologies)

• If there are conflicts that would lead to a 
reviewer not being able to offer an 
objective opinion, don’t be afraid to ask 
that this person be excluded, but explain 
why.



46

Do not…

• Exclude an entire field from reviewing your 
paper (editors will generally respect 2 or 3 
exclusions, but if you exclude everyone, 
then they will have a hard time reviewing 
the paper)

• Offer as potential reviewers only people 
who have collaborated with you in the past
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Remember, most reviewers are 
insiders

They will focus on the data in the paper and 
the validity of the conclusions that you 
draw, as well as the importance of those 
conclusions to and beyond the field

They will also check to see that you cite the 
literature appropriately
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What can you do?

• Make sure your title matches your 
conclusions

• Present your data appropriately, and show 
controls and error bars

• Cite the literature (including your 
competitors)
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Recap
• Make your results, and their significance, clear 

(using your colleagues – including the Editor’s 
Club, and me - for feedback before sending the 
paper)

• Don’t try to hide related papers that impact on 
the significance of your work.

• Express your enthusiasm for your work but be 
careful not to oversell it.

• The editor is part of your community, there to 
work with you and offer constructive feedback, 
and you can help by building a relationship of 
mutual respect. 
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Other issues:

• Revisions
• Recognizing rejection – and acceptance
• Appeals
• Can you get special treatment?
• Meeting an editor
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Maximize use: maximize access

• Access=Impact=Value
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How to maximize access

• Select journals with lots of real or potential 
readers

• Submit your papers directly to publicly
available archives, such as PubMed 
Central
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Maximizing Use: Finding the Right 
Journal

• Does the journal publish research papers 
that are similar to yours in scope and 
significance?

• Does it have editorial and publishing 
policies that you want to promote?
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What factors to consider when 
deciding where to send your paper

• “Prestige” – does your paper match your perceived level of 
significance of other papers in the journal?

• Readership – will the paper be visible to your target audience 
(scope of journal, circulation, access policies, on PubMed)?

• Service – how quickly do editors provide a decision, how 
constructive are they, how long does it take a paper to appear once 
accepted, what other “value-added” services are offered (reviews, 
press releases, etc.)?

• Access policies – can only subscribers see the work? Is the work 
deposited in a public database?

• Copyright – taken by the journal? If so, for what reason? Do they 
allow you to distribute your pdf? Reuse your figures?

• Length restrictions - Will they ask you to remove half your data to 
publish the paper?

• Cost – what are journal policies for author correction charges, color 
reproduction, page charges? If access-controlled, what is the cost of 
an institutional subscription or site license?
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Publicizing Your Work

Getting Journalists to Write About 
Your Research
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Journal Embargo Policies

• give journalists time to think about the published 
results and to discuss them with experts prior to 
writing a story, hopefully leading to a more 
balanced report

• maximize the potential coverage for your story 
(no one newspaper can “scoop” another)

• are timed so that the paper itself will be available 
to any interested reader
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When Talking to Journalists, 
Be Careful

• Journalists make news (they don’t just 
report it)
– the inclination will be to “hype” your story
– in this country, journalists do not provide 

stories for your approval
– it is therefore critical to provide for them the 

caveats that they won’t seek for themselves
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Randy Schekman: The Role of an Editor: A Delicate 
Balancing Act 
Vivian Siegel and Zena Werb: How to Read and 
Respond to a Journal Rejection Letter 
William Wells: Me Write Pretty One Day: How to Write 
a Good Scientific Paper
Liana Holmberg: What Happened to My Figures?! 

http://www.ascb.org/committees/wicb/careeradvice2.html
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Center for Science Communication
S-3408 Medical Center North

• Provides an infrastructure to support and mentor 
academic editors

• Accepts professional editorial contracts
– JASN, DMM
– Will be hiring a Reviews Editor for DMM

• Offers workshops and lectures in scientific writing, 
publication standards, and publication ethics locally and 
internationally

• Consults on research papers
• Offers internships ranging from scientific writing to 

executive editorship; mentors editor’s club
• Works with the press office to make Vanderbilt research 

more visible
• Performs research in various aspects of scientific 

publication, such as peer review
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Talk To Me

I speak fluent editorese.

Thank You!


