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Calling all peer reviewers! Why and how to review for JGE

Anne E. Egger

Geological Sciences, Central Washington University, Ellensburg, Washington 98926

It is easy to say that this journal—and the scientific pro-
cess itself—relies on peer review. The editors rely on the
thoughtful and careful comments of reviewers with
diverse expertise to make decisions about what becomes
part of the literature, our record of scientific knowledge.
Writing a meaningful and substantial peer review takes
time and effort; it is a skill that can be improved with
practice. And in the same way that teaching can solidify
your understanding of a concept or skill, reviewing
others’ manuscripts can improve your own writing and
help you anticipate what reviewers might be looking for
when you submit your next manuscript. Serving as a
peer reviewer is part of our commitment as scientists
and researchers, yet peer review is something few of us
learned how to do along the way to getting a degree.

The goal of this editorial is to provide both guidance
and encouragement to potential reviewers. It builds on
the overview of JGE’s peer review process provided by
Petcovic, Stokes, and St. John (2017), and the excellent
strategy for writing a strong peer review provided by
Nicholas and Gordon (2011). My focus here is at the
intersection of those two perspectives: why and how to
be a strong reviewer for JGE.

The role of peer reviewers for JGE

Over 90% of researchers agree that one important purpose
of peer review is to improve a manuscript for publication,
and a similarly large proportion agree that peer review did,
in fact, improve the quality of their most recent manuscript
(Mulligan, Hall, & Raphael, 2013). JGE seeks to publish
high-quality research and scholarly work that lies within
our aims and scope, and the principle of improving manu-
scripts guides the review process at JGE.

A key strategy wemake use of is transparency in the crite-
ria that reviewers are asked to consider. We provide the
guidelines on the journal website for all four types of articles
we publish. Reviewers receive prompts that match these
guidelines, and they are asked to comment on the extent to
which an author has addressed the guideline appropriately
and to make suggestions for improvement in each area. This
practice is not too different from using a rubric in teaching,

as it provides expectations, and reviewers, similar to teachers,
give feedback based on those expectations.

Transparency does not exclude reviewer anonym-
ity. We use a single-blind peer review system, in
which the authors are known to the reviewers, but
the reviewers are not known to the authors. The sin-
gle-blind process has been criticized in some disci-
plines for being biased against authors from
developing countries and favoring authors from pres-
tigious institutions (Mulligan et al., 2013), and for
hindering newcomers to the field (Seeber & Bacchelli,
2017). The strength of the single-blind process is in
providing reviewers sufficient anonymity to facilitate
an honest assessment of the manuscript while
acknowledging that, particularly in a small commu-
nity, true anonymity of the authors is difficult to
achieve. We ask reviewers to be aware of their own
potential biases—there is some evidence that simply
raising awareness about implicit bias can help reduce
it (Moss-Racusin et al., 2014; Pinholster, 2016).

Reviewers are one component of the peer review
process that is overseen by JGE’s editorial board, the
members of which are listed on the journal’s website
(http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInforma
tion?showDeditorialBoard&journalCodeDujge20). The
editorial board consists of the Editor-in-Chief, an Editor
for Research, an Editor for Curriculum & Instruction, and
a team of Associate Editors (AEs). The AEs are the link
between the editors of JGE and the reviewers: They seek
out reviewers, summarize the reviews and provide their
own assessment of the manuscript, and make recommen-
dations about manuscripts to the editors. The editors make
decisions about manuscripts based on the recommenda-
tions of the AEs and provide that decision to the Editor-in-
Chief, who communicates with the author(s). (See Petcovic
et al. (2017) for a more detailed description of each step.)
One important outcome of this process is that reviews
themselves are “reviewed” by multiple people and assessed
for appropriateness and thoroughness. AEs and editors do
not throw out reviews, but they can provide guidance for
the authors in addressing the reviewers’ comments. This
might occur, for example, when the peer reviewers’ requests
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for revisions conflict, or they make contradictory recom-
mendations for a manuscript.

Why you should say yes—and why you
should say no

Serving as a reviewer is one of the values and norms of
our community because it promotes the dissemination
of high-quality research. If you have had a manuscript
published in JGE, that alone is an excellent reason to
review for the journal. But serving as a reviewer also has
personal benefits, including expanding your own knowl-
edge of the literature in an area of interest, raising your
awareness of what reviewers are looking for as you pre-
pare your own manuscripts, and improving your analyti-
cal reading and writing skills. Of course, preparing a
good review takes time, so it is important to consider
when to accept and when to decline to review.

In a large, international, cross-disciplinary survey, a
majority of researchers who had been reviewers reported
that the reason they had declined to review a manuscript
was because it was outside their area of expertise (Mulli-
gan et al., 2013). Although this is a perfectly valid reason
to decline to review an article, think twice about making
this decision if you have been asked to review a manu-
script for JGE. First of all, the AE picked you because he
or she sees a match between your expertise and the con-
tent of the manuscript. Second, and perhaps more
importantly, discipline-based education research (such
as geoscience education research) often needs input,
feedback, and review from at least two kinds of experts:
one who is an expert in the disciplinary or technical con-
tent, and another who is an expert in the pedagogic strat-
egy or research approach. Sometimes those two kinds of
expertise come packaged together in one person, and
sometimes they do not. If your expertise allows you to
evaluate a significant portion of the manuscript, then
your review is valuable.

The second most common reason to decline a
review is lack of time (Mulligan et al., 2013). Across
most scientific disciplines, 60% of reviewers (71% of
reviewers in Earth and environmental sciences) report
spending six or more hours on a single review (Mulli-
gan et al., 2013). In other words, you can anticipate
spending an entire workday to thoroughly review a
manuscript—or that same amount of time spread out
over several days. Everyone is busy, but if you do not
feel you can dedicate that amount of time before the
deadline, then you will save everyone a lot of headache
by politely and promptly declining. Delaying your
response or your review slows down the entire review
process. If you must decline, the AE who invited you
will be especially grateful if you can provide one or

two suggested reviewers who share your expertise. If
you have advanced graduate students, this may be an
excellent opportunity to introduce them to the peer
review process, and you could suggest their names as
potential reviewers (Le Bailly, 2016).

Although it is not among the most common reasons
to decline to review a manuscript, a conflict of interest
is an absolutely critical reason to do so. If you have a
conflict of interest that will prevent you from making
a fair assessment of the article, you should politely
decline. In a relatively small community of researchers
such as ours, simply knowing the author (or authors)
and the work is not a conflict. If you work at the same
institution, collaborate on grant-funded projects, or
have coauthored or coedited publications, you proba-
bly have a conflict. If you ever have any question, you
can bring up your concern with the AE before accept-
ing the review.

Writing the review for JGE

You have the expertise, the time, and no conflicts of inter-
est—great! Once you have accepted the invitation to
review, the first thing to do is download the manuscript
and all associated files. Check to see which manuscript
type it is, and download the appropriate review guidelines
and read through them, so you know what you should be
looking for. Then dig in—Nicholas and Gordon (2011)
described an approach that involves three readings of the
manuscript: the first to get an overall sense for the manu-
script, the second to write a detailed review, and the third
to look at organization and form. This is a great strategy
that helps the process seem less daunting.

When you begin your review, keep in mind that one
of the primary goals is to improve the manuscript for
publication. That does not mean that every manuscript
will eventually get published, but keeping that goal in
mind can help you:
1. Describe both strengths and weaknesses. In writ-

ing reviews, it is easy to focus on what needs to be
fixed rather than what is already working. To
overcome that, describe what the authors have
done well and what improvements could be made
within each component of the guidelines.
For example: “The authors have thoroughly and
clearly described the previous work in [subject
area] that their study builds on. However, a dis-
cussion of [additional subject area] that is critical
to interpreting the outcomes of their study is
missing.”

2. Draw on your expertise. When you provide feed-
back to authors for how they can address the
weaknesses you have described, keep in mind that
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you are being consulted by the AE for your exper-
tise. You may be aware of literature or background
or methods that are not familiar to the authors,
and you can help the authors make use of that
background. Similarly, if you are not able to evalu-
ate some aspect of the manuscript, you can
acknowledge that as well, either in the review or
in a private note to the AE.
For example: “The background section would be
strengthened by adding a section about progress
and challenges in [additional subject area], and
exploring the work of [author A, author B, and
author C].”

3. Make specific, concrete suggestions for improve-
ments. The more specific the feedback that authors
receive, the easier it is for them to interpret and act
on it. You can start with general concerns, but these
concerns should lead to specific actions the authors
can take. These suggestions should be based on the
literature, not on your personal preference. For
JGE (and many other journals), authors are
required to provide page and line numbers that
facilitate making specific comments about the text,
and tables and figures are numbered as well. Make
use of these in providing feedback.
For example: “The graph shown in Figure 5 is diffi-
cult to read and interpret. It could be improved by
adding a key that shows the symbols and by adding
more information in the caption about how it was
developed.”

4. Address the big picture in addition to the details.
Reviews are more useful to the Editors and authors
when they evaluate the science in addition to point-
ing out grammatical errors and awkward sentences.
The most useful reviews include feedback on how
the manuscript is organized; whether there are leaps
in logic; if the results support the interpretation; and
how well the introduction, results, and discussion
are aligned.
For example: “The topics in the introduction and
discussion should be more closely tied together. The
introduction does a nice job setting the stage, but
the discussion should clearly refer back to issued
raised in the introduction, such as…”

5. Use positive language.We all respond better to sug-
gestions for improvement that are framed positively,
and authors are more likely to see the merits of your
suggestions when you use phrases such as, “This
would be improved/strengthened by …” or, “Mak-
ing [a particular change] would help the reader [see/
understand a particular desired outcome].”

When you feel you have completed your review,
take a break. Come back to it later and read it again,

trying to take the perspective of the author. How
would you respond to the feedback you are giving? Is
it clear what you should do next to improve the
manuscript? This final lookover can help make sure
that you are providing reasonable and actionable
feedback.

Reviewers can also provide comments directly to
the AE and Editors that will not go to authors. This
can be a place to explain your approach to reviewing
the manuscript or, now that you are more familiar
with the manuscript, suggest additional reviewers
who have relevant expertise. You also have the
opportunity to indicate whether or not you are will-
ing to review the manuscript if it is resubmitted
with revisions—we always appreciate your willing-
ness to do so.

What if you want to review, but you aren’t
getting asked?

Most journals have an electronic database of
reviewers. This is where AEs and Editors attempt to
match a reviewer with a manuscript in the first
instance. JGE is no exception—if you are not in the
database, the editors are far less likely to find you.
Your primary strategy for getting on the radar to
conduct reviews for JGE is to log in to our online
submission and review system in Editorial Manager
(http://www.editorialmanager.com/ujge/default.aspx)
and update your profile, particularly by adding classifica-
tions and keywords and ensuring that all of your contact
information is accurate. You should also feel free to con-
tact the Editor-in-Chief or members of the Editorial
Board to express your interest in reviewing.

Providing one good review typically leads to more
requests, so you can assure that you will be asked to serve
as a reviewer again in the future by being thorough and
timely and providing constructive feedback.
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