
Disclaimer 

• This presentation is aimed primarily at ecologists and conservation 
biologists (though should be applicable to other research sciences) 

• This presentation reflects the direct experiences of Karen and Pia, from 
their PhDs, and in putting together their theses. It might not agree with 
some of the specifics in the „guidelines‟, but it‟s what has worked for us. 

• This is also targeted at people who, like us, are doing PhDs because 
they want to go on to do research (primarily) 



Eight key hints for getting stuff published 

during your PhD 

Pia Lentini and Karen Ikin, semi/almost post-docs, Fenner School of Environment and Society, ANU  



Why attempt PhD by publication? 

• Because it forces you to write as you go, and you‟ll be REALLY grateful 
at the end that you did. Imagine writing five chapters all at once?!? To 
quote DBL “write early, write often” (very sage, that one). 

• Publishing is an essential component of science and research. You might 
as well get used to it now. 

• Papers give your work credibility, i.e. “xyz is what happens. How do I 
know this? I said so (Your name et al 2012)”. 

• Very few people will read your thesis. Potentially many people will 
read your papers, so it‟s the only way to go if you want your work to 
have an impact or an outcome in the real world. 



Why attempt PhD by publication? 

• It makes the job for examiners a lot easier, they will be more likely 
to accept an invitation to examine, and they‟ll probably think that 
your thesis is of a higher quality because of it. Here are some quotes 
from the examiners of two separate students which demonstrate 
this: 
 
 “[person X] should be commended for writing all of his chapters as 
papers, and indeed having three of them published for publication 
before submission of the thesis. Having most chapters written at this 
quality made the thesis a pleasure to read and the process of 
examination straightforward.”  
  
 “The quality of the thesis is easily seen because two of the original 
chapters are already published and the other four are in review at 
prominent ecological journals”  



Why attempt PhD by publication? 

• PhD by publication does not preclude your ability to submit your thesis the 
„traditional‟ way if it doesn‟t work out. You might as well give it a burl. If 
you don‟t have enough published,  just submit it in the other format – at 
least you‟ll have a paper or two, or a few very good drafts, under your 
belt. 

• Like it or not, you‟re A LOT more likely to be employed at the other end if 
you have pubs to your name. 



1. Have a plan 

• Start planning really, really, really early (unless you have a longer 
scholarship PLAN FOR THREE YEARS!) 

• Modify it liberally as you go, when you realise that you can‟t do all 
you planned to. Let it go. 

• Make sure your supervisors know your plan. 

• Think very carefully about how much time you can actually 
realistically dedicate to field work (1, 2, or 3 seasons? If you only 
have 3 years, two field seasons is generally advisable) 

• You are more likely to have success publishing (and stay sane) if you plan 
for a few smaller, doable, safer, independent projects rather than one big 
risky one. One sexy risky chapter is okay, as long as you‟ve got something 
to fall back on. 



For example… 
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Dec). 

Or another way of looking at it… 



2. Be realistic in your timelines – each paper ~ 3 drafts  
              (at least!) 

• Following analysis, your first draft will take you ~1 month (if you have to do 
all of the reading for the paper too). 

• Allow supervisors 2 weeks to get drafts back to you. Notify them of when 
you plan on sending it out. Give them deadlines. 

• Allow yourself 2 weeks to incorporate their comments into draft 2 
BECAUSE… 

• It might help to plan for a week to write your Intro, a week for 
Methods, a week for Results and making your figures and tables 
pretty, and a week for the Discussion 

• First up, know when to stop your analysis. There are always more cool new 
things to try and do, but once you have a decent-enough story you need to 
move on and start writing (you can always refine things later, if you really 
need to). 



There is a chance draft 1 will look like this once they‟re done with it. Push on. 



2. Be realistic in your timelines – each paper ~ 3 drafts 

• Following analysis, your first draft will take you ~1 month (if you 
have to do all of the reading for the paper too). 

• Allow supervisors 2 weeks to get drafts back to you. Notify them of 
when you plan on sending it out. Give them deadlines. 

• Allow yourself 2 weeks to incorporate their comments into draft 2. 

• Allow supervisors 2 weeks to get draft 2 back to you. 

• Allow yourself 1 week to incorporate their comments into draft 3 (final). 

• Allow supervisors 1 week to look over final version. 

• First up, know when to stop you‟re analysis and start writing.   



2. Be realistic in your timelines 

• A journal will usually take ~ 3 months to get back to you, IF your 
paper is sent out for review. 

• But if they reject it instantly, it‟ll take you a day or so to reformat it 
(and maybe include more refs from the new journal your sending it 
to). 

• If you have not had your paper instantly rejected at least once, 
you‟re not trying hard enough to get it into a decent journal. 

• …Though don‟t continually submit to journals that aren‟t the right 
scope for your paper just because they have high impact factors – 
it‟ll piss the editor off. 



2. Be realistic in your timelines 

• Once you‟ve heard back from the reviewers, you‟ll then have to 
work on all of their comments. 

• Allow 2 weeks to respond to comments.  And remember, take these 
seriously because you want to minimise the chances of the editor 
sending it back out for review – which means you will have to wait 
another 3 months for a decision. 

• If your paper gets rejected after going out for review (which will 
happen), try and use it as a chance to improve your paper – so 
allow 2 weeks to make revisions and reformat before resubmitting. 

• Allow supervisors 1 week to look over revised version. 



3. Work on multiple things at once 

• This all means it‟ll take AT LEAST 3 months to get the paper fully 
prepped, 3 months for reviews, another 1 month for revisions,  1 
month for decisions, MINIMUM 8 months from end of analysis to 
accepted for publication.  …and this doesn‟t include your paper 
being sent out for re-review, which often happens! 

 
• If you haven‟t incorporated working on multiple things at once into 

your plan, that‟s a helluvalotta sitting around wasting time. 

• Working on different stages of different things at once will keep you 
sane and maximise efficiency. If you can‟t face writing for chapter 1 
today, work on data analysis for chapter 2, or plan field work for 
chapter 3 etc. 



4. Ignore supervisor‟s thoughtful comments at your own peril 

• Think of your supervisors as „practice reviewers‟ who are generally 
nicer about the shortcoming of your papers then reviewers will be. 

• You are going to feel like an idiot, and potentially waste yourself a 
few months, if a paper goes out for review and then gets rejected 
due to a point that your supervisor already raised earlier. 

• BUT you are training to be an independent researcher. These are 
your papers, they should reflect your perspectives. Don‟t be afraid to 
argue with your supervisors if you think it‟s justified. 



5. Make sure your first drafts are GOOD drafts 

• Supervisors suffer serious draft fatigue 

• So, in order to make the most of their knowledge, take the effort to 
make the first draft a good one. 

• This will be a lot easier if they have already approved your „story‟ 
and the key point in each section, so send them an outline first 

• Also, format your draft like a paper, with a proper title page, abstract, 
sections headings, page/line numbers etc: good presentation = easier 
reading = better feedback! 

• When you have multiple supervisors or co-authors, it might be best to 
send the first draft to only one of them first.  



Here‟s an example: 

Dot-point your key points for each section in your paper, and include your results.  
Try to make this as detailed and structured as possible, but still keep it short. 



5. Make sure your first drafts are GOOD drafts 

• If you think “I can‟t be bothered looking at this thing any more, I‟ll just 
send it out and they can fix my problems”, you are ultimately going to 
lose-out in the long run. 

• If you get this this point and really can‟t face it any more, have a friend 
look over it and make suggestions – they‟re removed from the process 
and probably have better perspective on it anyway. 



6. Know where you‟re pitching your paper from the start 

• Have a list of suitable journals. E.g: 



6. Know where you‟re pitching your paper from the start 

• Have a list of suitable journals. 

• Consider the scope (international or not, taxon-specific, the kinds of 
papers they tend to publish). 

• Other important things: Word counts (will limit where you can send it), 
impact factors (try to not go below 3, at least the first couple of times 
you submit it). 

• Best to do this before you start drafting the paper, because it 
could/should change the pitch/hook and structure. 

• ESPECIALLY reviews - many journals ask that you pitch it at them 
BEFORE you start writing. Do it. Save yourself the hassle later. 



7. Grow a thick skin 

• As mentioned previously, if you haven‟t been rejected, you haven‟t 
tried hard enough. 

• EVERYONE gets rejected all the time. It‟s part of the process, so you 
just need to keep your chin up and PRESS ON. 

• Some reviewers are mean just for the hell of it (see next point…) and 
you want to smash them in the face, if only you knew who they were… 

• This is what friends are for. Not face-smashing that is, but venting. 
Have a good vent, to several people if necessary. Accept your 
responsibility as a listener of said vents too, when others get 
unreasonable rejections. 



8. Accept that chance plays a huge role 

• There are many, many nice, reasonable people in the field of 
ecology. 

• There are also a few bitter a**holes, who like to be mean and reject 
things just for the hell of it. 

• Run the names of potential reviewers (which you‟ll have to give to the 
journal) past supervisors  first, to check their past experiences of 
them/knowledge of whether they‟re an a**hole. 

• Some people have bees in their bonnets about very specific issues 
(detection probability, model selection, certain methodologies), and this 
is hard to predict. 



8. Accept that chance plays a huge role 

• In spite of your best efforts, occasionally your papers will get rejected 
for petty reasons, irrespective of how good they are, because you 
caught the reviewer on a bad day, or because you lucked out in who 
the journal sent it to. This is an unfortunate part of the process. 

• Sometimes you may also get good reviews, but the editor will reject 
your paper anyway. You can appeal an editor‟s decision if you feel 
they‟ve been unfair. 



So in summary… 

1. Have a plan 

2. Be realistic in your timelines 

3. Work on multiple things at once 

4. Don‟t Ignore supervisor‟s thoughtful comments 

5. Make sure your first drafts are GOOD drafts 

6. Know where you‟re pitching your paper from the start 

7. Grow a thick skin 

8. Accept that chance plays a huge role 

… And when you do get a paper accepted, remember to CELEBRATE! 



Some final things to remember 

• A PhD IS NOT about your thesis. A PhD is about becoming a researcher, 
and doing what you can to boost both your career as a researcher, and 
the impact that your work has. 

• Accept change. What may have been your planned „best paper‟ may not 
work out at all, and what you expected to be boring may be very 
exciting. Be opportunistic and adaptive. 

• Although PhDs are mostly about doing research and writing it up, as soon 
as you finish other things are going to demand your time. Best to get 
experience in teaching, reviewing, doing submissions, presentations, 
collaborating with others, and communicating with the public now. 

• SO there shouldn‟t be anything you‟re working on „just for your thesis‟. 
Everything should end up in the scientific realm in the long run.  


