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6 Mistakes to Avoid
When Contacting Publications

Publishing your work regularly is crucial when building an academic 
career. By adding your voice to a critical discussion, you not only 
boost your reputation but may reshape popular understanding or 
even effect change within your field and beyond.

Whether you’re an unpublished graduate student or an 
established academic with numerous publications under your belt, 
submitting your work to an academic journal is a daunting task 
that should be approached with care. Most journals have rigorous 
submission guidelines and require academics to make substantial 
revisions to their articles before they are published. However, the 
challenges of publication shouldn’t prevent you from submitting 
your work, especially if you believe it will add significant value to 
your field.

To give yourself the best chance of being published, review 
the following six common mistakes made by academics of all 
backgrounds and experience levels when submitting their work.

There are thousands of niche scholarly journals, and the first 
step to getting published is determining which journals are most 
relevant to your work. You may be able to make a list of potential 
journals by seeking advice from an academic mentor or colleague, 
reading through calls for papers on mailing lists, and even looking 
through your own citations.

Once you have your list, look up the editorial board for each 
publication. If you recognize several of the board members, this 
might be a sign that your topic is relevant to the journal. Still not 
sure? Look through several of the most recent issues to see 
whether the topics covered are in the same arena as your paper.

1. Submitting to Inappropriate Journals
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As you narrow down your list, keep in mind that the most 
prestigious and widely recognized journals in your field will receive 
a high volume of submissions but accept only a very small 
percentage. If you’re a graduate student trying to get published 
for the first time, you should consider submitting to student-
oriented journals, which will be more likely to accept your work.

Scholarly journals typically have very detailed submission 
guidelines designed to streamline the review process as much 
as possible. When you fail to follow those guidelines, you make 
the editors’ jobs more difficult, and in many cases they will simply 
send your paper back without reviewing it. Make sure you read 
the instructions for submission carefully and go over them several 
times before you submit your work.

Many journals require anonymity, which means you’ll have to 
remove any references to yourself within the paper to avoid bias 
by the reviewing editors. If you cite any of your previous work in 
the paper, you will need to change your surname to “Author”: 
Citations formatted as “[Your Surname] [Year]” will become 
“[Author] [Year].” This allows the journal to use a double-blind 
review process wherein neither you nor the reviewers can identify 
one another.

You should also follow the requirements for submitting your 
contact information very carefully. If the journal decides to accept 
your work but is unable to easily contact you, you may lose that 
opportunity.

2. Failing to Follow Submission Guidelines
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When submitting work for publication, many academic authors 
make the mistake of thinking their cover letter should be 
essentially the same as their abstract. While an abstract is a 
short summary of your paper, the cover letter should provide a 
wider overview. You don’t need to walk the reader through every 
paragraph, but you should concisely explain the significance 
of your paper and why you think it should be published in that 
particular journal.

As with the paper itself, you’ll also need to carefully follow any 
guidelines for your cover letter. Journals in most fields (except for 
law) will require that your paper not be under review at another 
publication when you submit. If you’ve removed references from 
your paper to ensure anonymity, you’ll also need to include a list 
of omitted references.

3. Missing the Point of the Cover Letter
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Receiving an outright acceptance—or even an acceptance on the 
condition of minor edits—is relatively rare when submitting your 
work to a scholarly journal. It’s much more common to receive 
either a rejection or, if the editors feel your paper could be a good 
fit for the journal in future, a request to revise and resubmit.

Don’t confuse a request to revise and resubmit with an outright 
rejection. If you’re unsure, check with an academic mentor or send 
an inquiry to the journal editor. You don’t want to give up on a 

4. Handling Feedback Unprofessionally
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paper that will be publishable as long as you make the requested 
changes, but you also don’t want to waste time resubmitting to a 
journal that has already turned down your paper.

No matter what type of feedback you receive from your reviewers, 
take a few days to gain perspective and carefully process their 
critique rather than immediately responding in a manner you may 
regret later. Remember that suggestions for changes are not 
personal attacks. If you receive a request to revise and resubmit 
but you disagree with certain suggested changes, you can reject 
the change as long as you politely and rationally explain why.

While you should allow yourself enough time to carefully go over 
your reviewers’ feedback, you also need to respond to a request 
to revise and resubmit in a timely manner so your paper can 
continue moving down the pipeline towards publication.

When you resubmit your revised paper, remember to include a 
detailed summary of changes. The best way to do this is to take 
notes on changes as you edit so you don’t forget any important 
details. Remember, if you don’t make some of the suggested 
revisions, you need to provide justification in your summary. You 
must respond to all suggestions whether you accept them or not.

5. Resubmitting without Revisions or a  
     Summary of Changes

4



You may be discouraged if you receive an outright rejection the 
first time you submit an academic paper for publication, but 
that doesn’t mean your paper is without merit and should be 
discarded. If you’re rejected by one journal, pay attention to the 
revision suggestions nonetheless, as these can help strengthen 
your paper for publication in another journal.

Remember also that different journals have different formatting 
requirements, so you may need to make some minor changes 
before submitting. Before reformatting your entire paper, 
however, consider sending an inquiry to the editor of the journal, 
who may be able to let you know whether your current paper is a 
good fit. This can save you a lot of time in the editing process.

You may receive several rejections and have to make significant 
revisions, but persistence generally pays off. Even if parts of your 
material don’t work, there are likely still sections that you can 
salvage and build into a stronger, more publishable paper.

6. Giving Up After Rejection
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Keep in mind that the polished papers you see in academic 
journals have gone through rigorous revisions and may even have 
been rejected by other journals before being published. Although 
receiving a rejection may make you feel like you’ve failed, it’s an 
experience that all good academics have gone through, and it can 
be incredibly valuable in helping you strengthen your writing and 
research. Pay attention to your mistakes and the feedback you 
get from reviewers when submitting your work so you can grow in 
your academic career.

Every Submission Is a Chance to Grow 
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