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“I knew nothing. As a result, 

I spent too much time on 

it and picked it apart too 

much. I almost forgot about 

the main thing, is the 

science sound?”

“I followed a guide from AGU, and got 

feedback on my first review from my 

dissertation supervisor. Practise really 

helped”

So-I knew nothing! My first review was as a grad 

student; my advisor was asked to do the 

review and passed it on to me (which is a 

common practice but I've since learned is a 

bit frowned on). Anyway, I didn't get a lot of 

guidance. Later, my post doc advisor let me look 

at a few reviews he had written with identifiers 

removed, which was very helpful-I had only 

published one paper at that time and the review 

I'd received wasn't a great model to use. 

When I started reviewing, it took longer than I 

expected, and I didn't know how detailed I 

needed to get with grammar, formatting, or 

'bad writing' as opposed to the scientific 

aspects. Further, I wasn't entirely sure how to 

organize my comments/feedback in the 

submitted review. I also reviewed my first paper 

with zero consideration for its fit with the 

journal”

Postdoc, Ecology

Postdoc, Biology

Postdoc, Geophysics



A quick intro: The basic process



A quick intro: Types of peer review



The next 20 minutes…



The next 20 minutes
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• In general, no

• Not just your decision

• Usually dictated by journal policy

• Some reviewers “sign” their comments to the 

author, but the content not made public

• …but increasingly yes

• Things to consider:

• Publons

• The author’s wishes

• Other reviewers



The next 10 minutes…







• Editor’s call (even with suggested non reviewers)

• Generally only use 1 of them

• If you’re not asked to recommend reviewers, you can do, 

but still editor’s call

• Useful to provide explanation of named reviewers or non-

reviewers



• Totally varies!

• Common reasons for desk rejection
– Language issues

– Out of scope 

– Wrong type of article (e.g. review, rather than original research)

– Technically unsuitable (missing necessary information, incompatible format)

– Clearly unsound science

– Plagiarism scan









• Yes! But synthesise where appropriate

• It’s ok to argue why you haven’t changed 

something in response to a reviewer 

comment

• Summarise main changes in cover letter, 

follow cover letter with detailed responses

• Make it easy for editor, refer to line 

numbers, address comments in sequential 

order



• Very context dependent….

• General outline for first submission cover letter
– Summarize main findings and type of article

– Why it’s a good fit for the journal (specifically!)

– Assurance that it’s original, declare any conflicts of interest, suggest reviewers

– Thank editor for time

• General outline for responding to review cover letter:
– Thank editor and reviewers for their time

– Summarise main changes, refer to attachment/following detailed changes and 

responses

– End politely (“we look forward to hearing from you”)



• Clearly

• Objectively

• Professionally

• Support your argument 

/ offer evidence

• ..pick your battles



• If it’s fundamental, the editor 

really should have picked this 

up and solicited further reviews

• Highlight in cover letter to 

editor with your responses

• Treat it the same way as if you 

disagree with a comment–

explain your position on the 

matter and support that with 

evidence.







• Yes!

• But it’s rare - only for good, clearly expressed and 

supported reasons



• Check you actually received a 

confirmation of submission email

• Check the journal’s specified 

turnaround times, if available

• ScholarOne/Editorial Manager usually 

show status

• Bear in mind publishers have different 

procedures for updating you (some 

tell you in great detail, others only at 

milestones)

• Be aware that public holidays apply to 

reviewers and editors too!

• Depends on the journal, and article type, 

and editor…

• 1-2 is probably normal
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The final leg



Your community



Publications



Independent organisations and universities



Journal and publisher resources



Thank you! Questions?

• Contact: jwright@cambridge.org



COPE case studies: Some examples
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A quick intro: Types of pre-publication peer 
review
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