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Writing Education Research

For both new academics and those with some experience, writing articles of publishable quality can be particularly challenging. Developing the necessary skill set requires useful information, hard work, and the type of direction infrequently offered in research methods courses, leaving researchers to piece together resources on their own. This book addresses this critical topic in a format that is easy to teach and understand. It is a practical volume that teaches researchers how to identify their audience, clearly state the nature of their work, provide exceptional literature reviews, cite appropriately, and explicate their research.

Beginning each chapter with reviewer comments, Writing Education Research is designed to help scholars understand both how to write effective research reports and how to get published. Practice exercises and resource lists in each chapter offer easy-to-access information about the review and publication process. A perfect accompaniment to standard research courses, this practical book demystifies the writing process for anyone looking to publish articles, chapters, or papers in education.

Joy Egbert is Professor of Education at Washington State University, Pullman.
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Preface

Reviewing research papers runs the gamut from being fun and informative to being extremely tedious, but someone has to do it in order for the publication process to be effective. The majority of those who do it for the field of education are volunteers; this means that it behooves us, as writers of research, to do the best we can to make reviewing our papers worthwhile for those who take on the job. However, many, many papers submitted to books and journals across the field are not ready for publication. Aside from a lack of proofreading, these manuscripts contain all kinds of errors that make them less comprehensible and useful than they should be. This text is our answer to that problem. During our many years of both writing and reviewing, we have seen similar errors over and over again. Therefore, we have provided general guidelines and examples in this book to address those repeated issues that often lead to the rejection or major revision of a manuscript. We intend this book to be both a resource for new researchers and a reminder for those with more experience of the essential aspects of an effective research paper. This book can be read from start to finish, or it can be used to look up ideas about how to respond to particular comments from reviewers. Most important is that the suggestions in this text are employed to support the successful dissemination of new knowledge in education in a timely and useful way.
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1 Writing and Publishing in Education

DOI: 10.4324/9781315757872-1



Overview

This chapter introduces the following topics:


	Effective education research reporting

	Assumptions about submitted manuscripts

	The structure of a research article





Effective Education Research Reporting

Writers of research—which, in this text, includes empirical, conceptual, theoretical, and practical scholarship—must be able to develop manuscripts that meet guidelines for effective reporting in order to publish. Developing such publishable education manuscripts is essential to the dissemination of the important work conducted by researchers in the field. According to the American Educational Research Association (AERA), education research is


a field of inquiry aimed at advancing knowledge of education and learning processes and development of the tools and methods necessary to support this endeavor. Education researchers aim to describe, understand, and explain how learning takes place throughout the life cycle and how formal and informal processes of education affect learning, attainment, and the capacity to lead productive lives. Scholarship in this arena is undertaken at the individual, situational, institutional, and social structural levels of analysis. The unifying purpose for education research is to build cumulative and sound knowledge about human and social process of fundamental significance to individuals, to groups, and to the larger society.

(AERA, 2013)



This text explains and provides guidelines for preparing a scholarly manuscript that is of publishable quality. It focuses on the structures and language within research manuscripts that allow them to be comprehensible and useful in explaining researchers’ models, theories, and studies. Failure to appropriately attend to the areas and topics that comprise these structural features is a central reason that manuscripts are rejected for publication. The goal for this book, then, is to explain how these features can reinforce the overall message of a manuscript and to demonstrate how to construct manuscripts that use these structural features to support rather than hinder that message. We hope this will improve the quality of research reports created for publication and reduce the large number of ineffectively executed manuscripts submitted to (and ultimately rejected from) journals, committees, and conferences.

Although surface feature errors are one of the major complaints commented on by manuscript reviewers, many good texts exist that examine discrete surface-level items such as punctuation and correct APA style (see, for example, any of the references in the recommended resources at the end of this chapter). Therefore, this text does not address surface features. On the other hand, few texts take on the specific concepts and structures that useful, well-presented articles and chapters contain. These concepts and structures include, for example, explaining previous research in the literature review rather than just including citations; integrating the theoretical framework as support throughout the manuscript; providing justification for methodological decisions; and including a limitations section and addressing how and whether the limitations were mediated. These manuscript features provide not only a consistent deep structure for the reader but also signposts so the reader can follow the manuscript’s logic and flow.

Further, this book emphasizes the review process. In addition to providing common ground and helping researchers receive positive editorial reviews for their manuscripts, we also hope to help researchers move through the review process effectively. Having a manuscript accepted with no changes requested by the editor is quite a rare occurrence in many areas. Therefore, researchers need to know how to revise their manuscripts in response to reviewers’ comments, which sometimes can be unclear or unneeded but are more often central to the clarity of the research. This text looks closely at editorial reviews and how to address changes in the manuscript structure and content. By providing actual examples of reviewer comments and related guidelines for how to revise and/or respond, we provide a number of perspectives on text content and structure and a variety of choices authors have in addressing them.

In other words, by briefly defining, discussing, and providing examples of the important components of a publishable research manuscript and the review process, this text both provides novice researchers with a head start to publishing and also reminds experienced researchers of what makes an effective research report. As in our previous text (Egbert & Sanden, 2014), we hope to provide common ground from which to work so that readers and authors understand each other and so that more high-quality research can be published. This goal is crucial to the field not only for those on a tenure track who are required to publish in certain journals but also for “voluntary” researchers looking for a broad audience for their findings and for consumers of research, such as administrators and teachers. With a set of common understandings of what manuscripts should contain, we all will know what to look for and how to evaluate them more evenly.

With that said, however, there are those who will disagree that all of the issues we address in this text are warranted or perhaps argue that there is a thin line between description and prescription that we might cross. This may be so, but the rather generic solutions we provide can be used or not based on the researcher’s choice. We certainly do not begin to suggest that all research manuscripts should look the same, or have the same voice, or use the same vocabulary. We do recommend, however, that the underlying structures and signposts have some consistency, and this is where we focus our attention.



Assumptions About Submitted Manuscripts

Throughout this text, reviewers’ comments start each chapter and section to provide an authentic introduction to the issue under discussion. These excerpts are from reviews that we have received on manuscripts we have prepared and on papers we have reviewed, as well as reviews that have been shared with us. For example, the two comments that follow show some of the issues described in this section.


Reviewer

The article is very well written, certainly, and it explores in a basic way an important issue; however, I find that this article is more appropriate for a journal that focuses more on applied or “how-to” issues than on original scholarly contributions. It has nothing to do with how the article has been prepared—the author(s) seem to have been meticulous in their preparation; in fact, I think a different journal might accept this article as is. The problem for me is fit with this journal. Typically articles in this journal present a deeper exploration of a topic based on a very well-explicated theoretical framework and stand on their own as a clear step toward understanding the issue under investigation.




Reviewer

The research reported here has been done many, many times over. We have had these kinds of reports for years, in this and other journals. It’s time to use other, more complementary methods, in order to broaden our understandings.… Although the author feels that something new is being reported, I didn’t see it.



The first review describes a lack of fit, and the second indicates the need for useful content; as we explore writing for publication, these are two of the considerations that we will take for granted because they are covered elsewhere. These are listed and explained in the following, along with other assumptions we make in this text.


Useful Content

“Useful” in this case does not necessarily mean “applied,” but rather it indicates that the research adds new information to the extant literature. Even a replication study, done well, adds to the field; however, if the study has already been replicated to the point where no new knowledge is gained, then it ceases to be useful. We expect, and therefore do not address in this text, that manuscript content is useful for some purpose, whether it is explaining a new concept, outlining a theory in a way not previously done, or exploring an old topic with a new methodology.



Rigorous Conduct

We also assume that if the manuscript reports an empirical study, the research itself was conducted rigorously and is valid and reliable. We expect that, even if missing from the manuscript draft, the important elements of the research were attended to in the study itself. In other words, if the research (empirical, conceptual, or theoretical) was not well conceived in the first place, then the writing probably will not matter in getting it published.



Surface Edits

In addition, we assume that the manuscript is grammatical and that it has been spell-checked and proofread. If the manuscript is not comprehensible to begin with, it will not matter if the relevant content and structures are present, because the reviewer will not be able to tell.



Fit to Journal

Further, we take for granted that the researcher has read the requirements for submitting papers to the journal or book chosen—in other words, that the paper is a fit for the outlet (i.e., that it is appropriate for the journal’s purpose and audience). Not only does content matter to fit, but the forum may also determine issues such as how long each section and the whole paper should be, which type of citations should be used, and how the researcher(s) should refer to themselves (i.e., first or third person).

With 619 international and national academic education journals listed by SCImago Journal and Country Rank (2014) and hundreds more that can be found in other contexts, different journals have different requirements for fit. For example, Teachers College Record requests:


Feature articles are typically full-length papers running thirty pages or more. Both empirical and theoretical papers are considered, but papers that combine well developed theoretical frameworks with careful empirical work are particularly appreciated. Feature articles may contain research, analysis, and commentary. TCR invites submissions utilizing all methods of inquiry, and all topics related to the field of education, broadly conceived, are welcome. Feature articles are considered for both online and print publication. Online features can take advantage of the variety of media made possible through electronic publishing, including the use of audio, video, complex or dynamic graphic displays, interactive sessions, performances, and other means to improve the communication of scholarly work. Features may be presented as a single article or in serial form. (Natriello, 2005)



Contrast this to the submission guidelines from a very different type of journal, ISTE’s Learning and Leading with Technology (found at https://www.iste.org/learn/publications/learning-leading/submission-guidelines):


We love to publish lively, engaging content that is clear and direct. Please read some of our past articles to get a sense of our tone and style before you submit. We accept several types of content, including:


	How-to articles, 500–1,500 words

	Articles about digital learning trends, best practices and innovations, 500–1,500 words

	Tips for using specific tools or techniques, 250–500 words

	“Best of” lists, such as specific tools, resources, apps

	Reviews of resources, such as products, tools, software and books, 700 words

	Classroom, school and district success stories, 500–1,500 words

	Step-by-step how-to videos, screencasts, animations, Prezis, Glogsters, etc., 3–5 minutes

	Video tips, 2–3 minutes

	Most of our writers are educators or education thought leaders.

	We prefer submissions that clearly connect content to the ISTE Standards.

	If you write for us, you’ll earn our sincere gratitude, a byline and respect from your peers, but no money.

	We like lively and engaging content written in AP style. We especially like a first-person point of view and a conversational tone.

	Please identify all adults mentioned in examples or as sources by first and last name, position and/or job title, school or district, city and state/province, and/or country. Identify minors by their full names when possible.

	Avoid hypothetical situations or composite characters. If you must use them to illustrate your point, make it clear they’re hypothetical.

	We include no more than two author names per article. We grant bylines only to writers, not to contributors, mentors, supervisors or partners who worked on a project.

	We prize diversity and look for articles that span all grades, subjects and technologies.





A paper written for the first journal would surely not fit at the second, and vice versa, and it is a waste of reviewers’ and editors’ time to review papers that do not fit.



Appropriate Journal Level

Similarly, we also suppose that the researcher has chosen a journal at the appropriate level (rankings are typically designated “Level 1,” “Level 2,” or “A level,” “B level,” depending on the perceived prestige or importance of the journal). One way that prestige is measured is by using the journal impact factor. For example, Science Watch (2011) lists journal impact by the level of journals using the number of times the journal is cited divided by the number of articles published in the journal in a year in their Journal Citations Reports [JCR]; see, for example, the list at http://archive.sciencewatch.com/dr/sci/11/jan2-11_1/). Although this way of measuring the value of a journal has pros and cons (for arguments, see Egbert, 2007; European Association of Science Editors, 2014; Nederhof, Luwel, & Moed, 2001), many institutions use it for at least part of the evaluation of the value of journals in which candidates for promotion and tenure publish. Therefore, we expect that researchers to whom this matters will be familiar with the ranking of the journal to which they are submitting. Figure 1.1 presents an example from a 2009 impact factor report for education journals.


[image: ]
Figure 1.1 2009 impact factor for education journals (archived athttp://sciencewatch.com)

The Social Sciences Citation Index of education and educational research journals lists 219 “SSCI” journals from the JCR list that, in some countries, provide the standard for publications that count toward tenure and/or promotion (list available through http://ip-science.thomsonreuters.com/cgi-bin/jrnlst/jloptions.cgi?PC=SS).



Attitude Toward the Process

Finally, we expect that journal reviewer comments are taken by the researcher in the spirit in which they are intended, which should be collegial, supportive, and helpful. This is easier if, after the first read-through, the researcher sets the comments aside for a time and reviews/reflects again after that time. In our experience it is easier for the researcher to see what the reviewers are saying without the initial disappointment of rejection or revision getting in the way.

In other words, we assume that the manuscript authors have conducted research that is publishable and that they have chosen an appropriate forum in which to publish. This allows us to focus on the important structures and language of a publishable report.




General Research Article Structure

In this text we are describing only research published in English-language journals because those are the ones that we review for, publish in, and are most familiar with. We do believe that there are common elements in research journals and books across languages and cultures, and we support the idea that standards are flexible and that different ways of writing are useful if they are understood by both the writers and consumers of that writing. This text may provide a foundation for scholars writing for forums in other countries and languages to uncover the content and structures that work for readers of those journals and provide a similar description.

While articles in some publishing outlets request manuscript elements in slightly different order or combine elements that others keep separate, it is the overall content and organization that is important for publication. Rudner and Schafer (1999), the Institute for Education Sciences (2005), and other resources name the elements in Table 1.1 as essential to an effective research report. Table 1.1 also lists the general purpose of each element.


Table 1.1 Elements of research reports and their purposes


	
Element

	
Purpose






	
Introduction/Background/Problem statement

	
Shows why the research is necessary and what practical issue it addresses. Includes a short summary of what is in the article structurally.




	
Literature review

	
Presents previous research and/or thought on the topic and justifies the current study. Includes the theoretical framework and research questions. The “lit review” functions as a foundation for building the new study.




	
Methodology

	
Explains precisely how and why the study was conducted. Includes participants, data sources, and data analyses. Justifies the use ofeach.




	
Results and discussion

	
Provides a summary of the findings. May include graphs and charts. Interprets the data for the reader. The “so what” section.




	
Conclusions and implications

	
Summarizes the general findings in relation to the questions. May include the study limitations (these may be included in the Methodology section). Makes recommendations based on the findings. These suggestions are typically for practice and/or for future research.




	
Title and abstract

	
Describes the research and tells the reader what kind of article it is. Previews the paper for the reader; provides an overview of the main points of each section of the paper.






This book follows the article structure presented in Table 1.1, including all of the elements starting with the manuscript introduction and finishing with the title and additional issues. Each chapter begins with one or more reviewer comments in order to demonstrate some of the issues addressed in the chapter; a brief outline of the issues covered in the chapter follows. The chapter overview then provides general information about the chapter’s focus element. Each section in the rest of the chapter presents one or more reviewer comments and then provides a detailed explanation of an issue, general guidelines for writing and revision, and sample “draft” and “publishable” manuscript excerpts. Where relevant, language notes provide ideas for integrating the guidelines into a manuscript. We hope that, in examining these explanations and samples, aspiring authors will be able to apply our suggestions in their own work aimed at publication.



Conclusion


Reviewer

First, it may be helpful in the preface, in the opening chapter, or in a new opening chapter, to outline the structural features of a research article and the purpose of each section. This may help provide scaffolding for the detail that comes in the chapters focusing on each section of the article.



This chapter is a response to the aforementioned reviewer’s comment. The reviewer who suggested this change was absolutely right—a new opening chapter for this book was needed, and we replied to the reviewer that we agreed. Getting a positive review (i.e., manuscript acceptance) is the goal of submitting a manuscript, but obtaining useful comments can be another objective. Further, responding to any type of reviewer comments in logical and effective ways is a learned skill that can help the publication of a manuscript; scholars need to be able both to respond to reviewers well and to revise the manuscript to incorporate suggestions.

This is not a book on how to do research or on how to edit a manuscript for surface errors—as noted previously, there are plenty of both of these types of resources, some of which are listed in the recommended resources at the end of this chapter (we advise all writers to have one, or more, handy at all times). Rather, this book addresses how to present research so that it comes across to readers as clear, logical, useful, and justified—in other words, publishable. Several guidelines to help authors make their manuscripts publishable are presented in this chapter. These include that the manuscript:


	Reports on useful research that has been conducted with rigor;

	Has been checked for surface errors in grammar and spelling;

	Fits the forum (book, journal, or other) to which it is being submitted;

	Is submitted to a forum at the appropriate level;

	Receives reviews that are accepted as part of a process that is important to everyone in the education community.



These guidelines provide a necessary start for authors, but they do not really address issues within the manuscript itself. The rest of this text addresses deeper issues that can lead to effective research reports.



Recommended Resources


	
APA. Quick answers—references. http://www.apastyle.org/learn/quick-guide-on-references.aspx

This site has an excellent concise version of the most important APA concepts, with links to more detailed explanations.


	
Clines, R., & Cobb, E. (2014). Research writing simplified: A documentation guide (8th ed.). White Plains, NY: Longman.

A short, concise guide that provides exercises in citing, summarizing, using quotes, and other issues crucial to effective prose.


	
Lester, J., & Lester, Jr., J. (2014). Writing research papers: A complete guide (15th ed.). White Plains, NY: Longman.

The latest edition of Writing Research Papers includes information on computer-supported research and presentation. This text goes step-by-step through the process, starting with selecting and narrowing a topic through to editing for surface features.


	
Purdue Online Writing Lab (OWL). Academic writing. https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/section/1/2/

Check this site for information about organization, surface features, and other aspects of writing.


	
Turabian, K., Booth, W., Columb, G., Williams, J., & UC Staff (2013). A Manual for Writers of Research Papers, Theses, and Dissertations: Chicago Style for Students and Researchers (8th ed.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Addresses in detail how to plan a first draft, develop good habits, paraphrase and summarize, quote, make tables, revise sentences, and format citations Chicago style.


	
Swales, J., & Feak, C. (2004). Academic writing for graduate students: Essential tasks and skills (2nd ed.). Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

This text starts with an overview of audience and grammar and delves into writing summaries, critiques, and other paper formats. It has a heavy focus on the type of language that supports each format, including verb tenses, hyphenation, and more. A great text for international students or those who need additional language support.


	
Strunk, W., White, E., & Angell, R. (1999). The elements of style (4th ed.). White Plains, NY: Pearson/Longman.

This book, available in various editions since 1919, is a very concise overview of rules and principles for writing. It also features commonly misspelled words and misused expressions. A must for any writer’s library!






Guided Practice


	Look at one of the published papers in the appendix and see if you can find the elements listed in Table 1.1. Do you find them all? Which are there, and which are absent? Share with your peers.

	Look at one of the draft papers in the appendix and see if you can find the elements listed in Table 1.1. What advice might you give the author of the paper about how to revise?
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Reviewer

By the end of the introduction, I should know what the problem is for which a solution is being sought, the specific topic under discussion, and how the manuscript carries out the search for the solution. Your introduction focuses on such a wide variety of related ideas that I can’t tell specifically what you want to investigate. A solution might be to cut out the first two pages, and start with the section that begins “The purpose of this paper is…”



Reflect: In your own words, what does this reviewer expect the manuscript’s introduction to convey?


Overview

This chapter addresses issues within the following topics:


	Introducing the manuscript topic and stating the problem

	Outlining the manuscript structure

	Establishing common definitions




As the reviewer quoted earlier comments and chapter 1 notes, the introduction of the manuscript has several purposes, the most important of which is to make sure that the reader knows the purpose of the paper—i.e., the topic of the paper and the problem(s) it addresses. Other major functions of the introduction are to outline the structure of the paper, to set guideposts for the reader for the rest of the manuscript, and to define any important terms. An effective introduction helps the writer emphasize the paper’s essentials, narrows logically to the exact focus of the paper, and provides a format to be followed throughout the writing process. Generally manuscript introductions do not have a title, and the term “introduction” is not usually used. Introductions vary widely in length, but a manuscript page or two can usually get the job done clearly and concisely. Guidelines for effective introductions are introduced in this chapter.


Introducing the Topic and Stating the Problem


Reviewer

The study’s purpose is stated in different ways in several different places, and the statements don’t seem to always indicate the same purpose.




Reviewer

The whole first page of the paper seems unnecessary. It would be more to the point to start on p. 3 with the background information. In fact, the point of the paper is not really clear for quite a while into it.



Reflect: Read the introduction to Akasha (2013) in Example 2.1 following. As you read, think about what the author has accomplished with this introduction.


Example 2.1

Being the father of a 6-year-old daughter from a Muslim Arab society living in the U.S. can be a big challenge because of the potential difficulties that she could face in school. Shahad started first grade full of energy, as most other kids, but I was worried that this might decrease if she struggled with some challenges, particularly when she was new to the school community. Fortunately, I visited her in the first week of school during lunchtime and I found Shahad holding her teacher’s hand and trying to explain that she could not eat the meat in the cafeteria and asking for an alternative. As I talked to her, she calmed down and then she told me in quiet Arabic that she couldn’t eat lunch at school because they served meat that was not halal (prepared according to Muslim law). After I had a short conversation with her, she understood that she could order a sandwich instead of the meat-based hot lunch. Finally, with my support she ordered a peanut butter sandwich, and the problem was solved.

In fact, other students may not be as lucky as Shahad; one Arab child in the same class as Shahad mistakenly ate pork (forbidden by her religion) during lunch at school. As a result, her whole family felt sad and frustrated. Indeed, from an Islamic religious point of view, eating pork is considered a sin. Because the child ate it without knowing, it was not a sin, of course, but it was still hard for the family to accept.

As a father with some knowledge about the issues that she might face in school, I was able to help Shahad start her school comfortably. However, this is not true for all parents, many of whom may lack the appropriate knowledge to support their children in school. At the same time, educating teachers about cultural and linguistic differences is very important because parents and their culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) children often speak different languages and have different cultural practices from their teachers. These differences may cause some difficulties that can hinder CLD students’ achievement in school.


Although some editors and reviewers prefer that authors not use a personal anecdote to begin a scholarly manuscript, as Akasha does in the example, there are certainly several benefits to doing so. First, the description of his daughter’s issue indicates what the topic is (difficulties arising from the cultural and linguistic differences between students and teachers) and how it arose for the researcher (from a personal experience). Second, it sets the tone of the article. For example, the first part of Akasha’s introduction in Example 2.1 shows that (1) he is invested personally in the topic, (2) he has some knowledge about it, and (3) that it makes sense to study it. Third, while he could have started at the sentence that begins “At the same time…,” the reader would not be nearly as invested or knowledgeable about what drives the research if he had. Knowing the research topic, the researcher’s motivation and/or rationale, and why the researcher believes the topic should be researched helps readers evaluate the research more effectively. In other words, readers can quickly determine whether they are interested in the topic and agree with the author that it is important to study.

For example, read the introduction in Example 2.2 and compare it to Akasha’s. Some possible topics that this introduction presents are highlighted in bold font.


Example 2.2

The majority of studies on graduate academic writing suggest the need of writing support for doctoral students. Specific reasons include: (1) Doctoral students are expected to write appropriately as an independent writer (Cotterall, 2011); (2) most novice graduate students are not familiar and experienced with the disciplinary requirements and expectations of graduate academic writing process; (3) their literacies are not connected to the norms, values, and standard of discipline oriented graduate writing (Plakhotnik & Rocco, 2012; Van de Poel, & Gasiorek, 2012); (4) most of them are not familiar with the long term research writing planning, practices, and processes to fulfill the expectations of academic community expectations. Under these circumstances, applying multiliteracies in graduate writing tutoring can inform, engage, and encourage graduate students to engage in the multiplicity of academic writing practices (The New London Group, 1996).

According to Grimm (2009), literacy learning is an ongoing effort to lead a multiplicity of discourses within multiliteracies framework. The New London group (1996) defined literacy as the capability to discuss multiple dialects, registers, contexts, hybrid discourses, visual and iconic meanings, and differences in relationships among people, language, and material objects. The concept of multiliteracies in graduate writing tutoring would be a new literacy pedagogy for students to enable engagement and overcome challenges in academic writing.

The integration of multiliteracies framework in the context of graduate writing tutoring has the future potentiality to create new research ideas and innovation within academic community (Mills, 2009). Multiliteracies create an equal access for graduate students to the language, power, and community. It is one the major approaches (another one: new literacies)
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