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A Discussion on “Getting Published as a Graduate Student: From Conference Paper to 

Publication” (Millennium Hall 5-27-12) 

 

When Kendall and Jennie were organizing this panel, they emailed me and the other presenters a 

series of potential talking points: suggestions for our presentations such as how to build ethos, 

how to choose journals, and how to choose and work with co-authors. Their suggestions were 

clearly, and appropriately, directed at eliciting supportive responses from the panelists. I have no 

doubt that you’ll get a lot of encouraging advice today, which I recommend you take, but I 

decided to take a different tack. Since this is a discussion about the process of getting published, 

I’ve decided to focus on some unpleasant parts of the process—specifically rejection, failure, and 

pain.  

 

How better to begin than with a demonstration? In preparing for this talk, I revisited a number of 

responses I’ve received from journal editors and reviewers over the past six years since I 

submitted my first essay, and I picked out some of the more biting snippets to share: 

 

1. Perhaps some further reading would be helpful. (Complicating) 

 

2. ★ This essay is not eligible for publication, and I don’t see how it can be fixed. The 

experiment it reports is neither authoritative nor useful, and I don’t see how the author 

thought it could show anything that is not clear from ordinary observation. I do not see 

why this author took so much trouble to do it. (Complicating) 
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3. ★ I think the author is naïve. (Complicating) 

 

4. This next will sound harsh (sorry), but I would suggest that it is the author, and not [the 

subject of the essay], who is trafficking in class-based stereotypes. (Stanton) 

 

5. The argument seems a bit wobbly, tending to cover a lot of ground without clearly 

defining its terms or making its case. (Local, Archival) 

 

6. ★ The bulk of the paper is largely derivative: a historical review that runs roughshod over 

complex issues and doesn’t develop any meaningful support of a thesis. I strongly 

encourage you to read more deeply in our discipline’s scholarship and history before you 

continue work in this area. (Rhetoric of Comp) 

 

I elected to share these comments today, not because they’re indicative of what editors and 

reviewers will say, but because they’re indicative of how responses can make authors feel 

regardless of what the reviews say. The fact is, rejections are painful. Most of the comments I 

chose to share today are small jabs pulled out of much longer, much nicer, responses. But quite 

honestly, I remember these comments better than any of the supportive ones. And some of them 

still really hurt my feelings even though they’re mostly several years old and even though, I must 

admit, they’re mostly right. Even acceptances often bear some form of rejection—whether, it be 

“This is a great article, but it needs some minor tweaks” or “The idea is solid, but the execution 

needs a complete rehaul.” But wait…there’s more! 
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Rejection is also—I allege—the most common outcome of publication attempts. After all, a 

journal’s quality is often predicated how low its acceptance rate is: CCC publishes less than 10% 

of submissions, Rhetoric Review around 10%, and JAC around 8%. Not all acceptance rates are 

so low, to be sure, but acceptance rates can often determine a publication’s value in the eyes of a 

hiring or tenure committee. Book presses are generally judged in the same way. Given these 

numbers, it doesn’t take a math whiz to recognize that rejection, failure, and pain are inescapable 

elements of publishing. And if publishing is an inescapable element of your academic career, 

rejection, failure, and pain await. 

 

No doubt my talk so far strikes most of you as pretty bleak; but believe it or not, my goal is not 

to discourage you. Instead, I offer the inevitability of rejection as an opportunity, or better yet, as 

a heuristic for conducting the kind of honest self-assessment that getting published requires. 

Therefore, for the rest of my time today, I plan to offer some of the heuristic possibilities of 

rejection, failure, and pain. 

 

First and foremost, not everything is worth publishing, or even attempting to publish. Sometimes 

it’s not especially hard to determine what is or isn’t worthwhile. I often know, for example, when 

I’ve really engaged in hard research vs. when I’ve raised interesting questions based on a book or 

two that I’ve read. My guess is most of you know, too. Good or interesting ideas are starting 

points, and can often be sufficient for conference papers, but they’re not usually publishable 

without lots of additional effort. 
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For less obvious decisions, it’s necessary to ask yourself some important questions: What do I 

hope my work will accomplish? This question comes in other forms: What’s the point? So what? 

Who cares? Why would anyone ever be interested? If you can’t answer these questions, or if 

your answer boils down to, “It’s really cool stuff that no one’s thought about,” you’ve still got 

work to do. Publishing is not simply a matter of writing about something you find 

interesting…sadly. You have to consider your work in terms of Burke’s famous conversation: 

who are you talking to, what are you talking to them about, and why? 

 

These questions are wrapped up in others: What are the stakes of your argument? What are you 

really advocating? Who is involved or implicated? How would things change if people took up 

your argument? Who would benefit from such changes, and what might be the drawbacks? 

Answering these questions is hard work, sometimes harder work than the actual research, I find. 

Answering them necessitates a deep understanding of your work in relation to the field’s values, 

publication venues’ requirements, and procedures for making arguments. If your work engages 

these questions, you may well be prepared to publish, but you must also accept that rejection is a 

possible—maybe even a probable—outcome. And you must learn to accept that sometimes 

ideas, even good ideas, must be abandoned, restarted, eviscerated, or absorbed into other good 

ideas.  

 

Given the inevitability of rejection, failure, and pain, one response might be to tuck tail and run. 

But that has not been my path, nor would it be my recommendation. Rather, I suggest facing it 

by: 
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• Learning to be prepared for rejection 

• Learning the difference between critique and abuse—accept the former, forget the latter  

• Learning to accept critique, even when it hurts (from teachers, friends, colleagues) 

• Learning that publishing should be positive for you and for the field 

 

and finally, 

 

• Learning to be a better respondent—when you’re called upon to read, do the things you 

appreciated and don’t do the things you disliked 

 

These tips are no guarantee of publication success, but the process can be a lot more productive 

(and less destructive) if you accept and confront the rejection and use it to your advantage. 

 


