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ABSTRACT.  Writing for professional library literature can be a challenging 

experience, especially for new writers and new librarians.  This article reviews a variety 

of how-to-write publications intended for librarians—those books and articles that 

provide advice and inspiration to aspiring library writers on how to publish in library 

literature.  Applying his experience as a writer and as editor of the Journal of Library & 

Information Services in Distance Learning, the author also provides a list of tips on 

preparing article-length manuscripts to be submitted to library-related journals.   When 

appropriate, special resources and tips are noted for writers working on distance learning 

subjects. 
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Writing for professional library literature can be a challenging experience, especially for new 

writers and new librarians.  Fortunately, for authors and potential authors in field of library and 

information services, there are several useful how-to-write articles and manuals providing 

guidance through the process of researching, writing, submitting, and publishing a manuscript.  

The two most recent manuals are The Librarian’s Guide to Writing for Publication by Rachel 

Singer Gordon (2004) and First Have Something to Say: Writing for the Library Profession by 

Walt Crawford (2003).
1
 Both books provide excellent up-to-date advice and inspirational 

anecdotes to aspiring authors, and both are packed with details about the process. Crawford, who 

has a reputation for presenting a humorous slant to things, presents the most entertaining read of 

the two books.  In addition, there are two somewhat-dated manuals (published in the mid-1980s) 

that nevertheless may provide useful advice for some writers—Librarian in Search of a 

Publisher: How to Get Published by Brian Alley and Jennifer Cargill and Librarian/Author: A 

Practical Guide on How to Get Published edited by Betty-Carol Sellen.
2
  Librarian/Author has 

two chapters that are still relevant—one by Richard Johnston entitled “The Journal Article” and 

the other, a wonderful piece of advice from Art Plotnik, entitled “Secrets of Writing for the 

Professional Literature of Librarianship without Losing Your Self-Esteem.”
3
  Plotnik‟s 

presentation is humorous and lively, and among his intriguing observations, is the following:  

Writing is the art of making human communications bearable to humans. 

Many people publish because no one can stand listening to them.  And little 

wonder: conversation is rarely backed by research and reflection, and it is never 

refined through, say, three to four drafts.  But in order to publish, people with 

something to say must go through the cathartic agonies of writing. . . . But there 
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are limits to what even an author‟s agonies can yield.  The question here is, can 

library writing be made bearable to librarians?
4
 

Plotnik answers his question affirmatively, and he presents witty and informative advice to 

librarians on how they can become good writers. 

In addition to books, there are several journal articles that also provide good advice to 

beginning library authors.  Most recently (2004), Robert Labaree published “Tips for Getting 

Published in Scholarly Journals” in College & Research Libraries News.
5
   Among his good 

advice, Labaree suggests that aspiring authors seek out a new journal for possible submission 

(something I, as editor of this new journal, can identify with), because a new journal may have a 

relatively small number of manuscripts under submission and may be more open to working with 

new authors.  Another article that some library writers may find useful is Ruth Carter‟s “How to 

Get Research in Cataloging Published.”
6
  Although Carter focuses specifically on cataloging, her 

advice ranges to cover information on publishing in the general library literature as well, and she 

enlivens her discussion with a few good quotations from other sources.  For instance, reminding 

aspiring authors that writing is hard work, she first quotes Samuel Johnson—“What is written 

without effort is in general read without pleasure,”
7
 and she follows with a quote from Gene 

Fowler: 

Writing is easy.  All you do is stare at a blank sheet of paper until drops of 

blood form on your forehead.
8
 

In addition to the articles by Labaree and Carter, beginning library authors may find 

additional inspiration and help through such articles as “Getting Published: Surviving in a „Write 

Stuff or They Fire You‟ Environment,” “Take Up Thy Pens and Keyboards!: Why It‟s Never 
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Too Late to Think about Publishing,” and “How to Be a Successful Scholar: Publish 

Efficiently.”
9
 

If you are new to writing for the professional literature and you want to begin with a 

relatively small writing project, consider writing an article for a newsletter, especially the 

newsletter of a professional organization.  For North American distance learning librarians, the 

most relevant newsletter would clearly be the DLS Newsletter published by the Distance 

Learning Section (DLS) of the Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL).
10

  Other 

options for relatively small writing projects would include writing book reviews and reviews of 

electronic resources.  Usually, you can contact the editor of any journal‟s review section, and 

s/he will be receptive to working with you.  If you are interested in writing book reviews for the 

Journal of Library & Information Services in Distance Learning, you should contact Jerilyn 

Marshall, Book Review Editor, and if you are interested in writing reviews of electronic services, 

you should contact Paul Pival, the new Editor of “eServices in Libraries.”
11

 

If you are interested in writing a scholarly, article-length manuscript, your work will not be 

easy, but your possibilities are promising—publishing opportunities continue to grow as the 

number of in-print and online journals increases.  Although each journal/publication is managed 

under its own rules, the most common format for scholarly journals is the peer-reviewed process.  

The Journal of Library & Information Services in Distance Learning, for example, is a peer-

reviewed journal.  Most manuscripts are reviewed by two members of the journal‟s editorial 

board and the editor.  For members of the editorial board, the reviews are anonymous—the 

copies of manuscripts sent to them never include the identity of the author(s).  The reviewers 

work from a Referee‟s Checklist created by the editor (see Appendix), but reviewers are not 

limited to matters only mentioned in the checklist.  Reviews usually take a month or more, so 
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expect some time to pass before you are notified about the result of the review process.  Each 

reviewer sends the editor comments, suggestions, and a recommendation on whether-to-publish-

the-manuscript-or-not, but the editor makes the ultimate decision.  Be ready for rejection, and be 

ready to revise.  If a revision is required, follow the suggestions of the editor and reviewers as 

closely as possible, and re-submit as soon as possible.  If rejected, review your document for 

revision (possibly significant revision) and consider other publications. 

Practically every journal now has a Web site, and most provide access to author instructions 

through the site.
12

  Before submitting a manuscript to any journal, you should read that journal‟s 

author instructions carefully.  The author instructions include important information about what 

style manual to use (American Psychological Association (APA), Modern Language Association 

(MLA), Chicago, etc.), as well as information about manuscript length, margins, fonts, and 

required personal information.  In most cases, especially when you deal with commercial 

publishers, each author is required to sign a copyright transfer form—if your manuscript is 

accepted for publication, the publisher of the journal will own the copyright. 

Once your manuscript is ready to submit, send it to only one journal at a time.  Make sure 

that the manuscript fits the scope of the journal and follow the author instructions.  Upon receipt 

of your manuscript, the editor should send you a notice about receiving the document.  Editors of 

most peer-reviewed journals keep a log recording the manuscript review process.  For The 

Journal of Library & Information Services in Distance Learning, for instance, I keep a log that 

records the date that each manuscript is received, the date and to whom the manuscript is sent for 

review, the date that the reviewer returns his/her reviewed copy, the date that the author is 

notified about the reviews and any recommendations (or if necessary, the date that the author is 
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notified about rejection), the date that the author resubmits the manuscript, and the date that the 

author is notified that the manuscript has been accepted for publication. 

Once an article has been accepted for publication, the editor usually sends an official letter to 

the author(s).  Be prepared for a long period between an acceptance for publication and the 

appearance of your article in-print.  In many cases, especially for commercial publishers, this 

delay may be up to six or seven months.  Frequently, the full-text of articles will be made 

available from the journal‟s Web site before the actual print version is published.  In most cases, 

there are no royalties or financial gains for publishing an article in the library literature; however, 

for most library-related journals, each author receives one or two copies of the issue in which 

his/her article is published. 

A wide range of good advice can be gained from the literature previously cited in this article.  

From my experience as an editor and writer, the following are a few brief tips on preparing 

article-length manuscripts to be submitted to library-related journals: 

 Pick a relevant topic that appeals to you and consider journals having a scope that would 

include your topic.  If you are looking for ideas for a topic in the field of distance 

learning librarianship, Library Services for Distance Learning: The Fourth Bibliography, 

a Web-based resource edited by Alexander Slade, and recent copies of the Off-Campus 

Library Services Conference Proceedings should serve you well as beginning points.
13

 

 Do the research.  Use Library Literature and Information Science Full Text (or its print 

counterpart, Library Literature and Information Science) and other information resources 

(such as Slade‟s online bibliography).
14

  In addition to books and articles, be familiar 

with other key documents related to your subject.  For instance, in distance learning 

librarianship, all writers should be familiar with the Guidelines for Distance Learning 
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Library Services.  However, if you are writing about library instruction to distance 

learning students, you should also be familiar with the Guidelines for Instruction 

Programs in Academic Libraries
 
and the Information Literacy Competency Standards for 

Higher Education.
15

  Keep in mind that, depending on your topic, you may also need to 

search literature outside the field of library and information science.  For instance, for this 

journal, when discussing broad issues and subjects within the field of distance learning, 

writers should be informed by reading the general distance learning and distance 

education journals, and research in that field would include a search through such 

resources as ERIC and EDUCATION FULL-TEXT.
16

  For instance, if you are writing 

about library instruction to distance learning nursing students, you would, of course, 

check the library literature for relevant articles, but you would also need to check at least 

one of the educational resources for articles about instructional and pedagogical practices 

in distance learning nursing programs, therefore accessing the general distance learning 

and distance education literature that is not covered in library literature.   Find and read 

the articles, books, and other documents that relate to your topic.  As you read any text, 

take note of important and interesting statements and record them for possible use as 

direct quotations in your manuscript.  Use the information and knowledge gained from 

your readings:  strengthen your manuscript by supporting your discussion with relevant 

citations and references. 

 Organize your presentation in a logical manner.  Although there are numerous ways to 

organize a paper, organizing the manuscript around a basic introduction, body, and 

conclusion can work well, especially for beginning writers.  
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 Try to be a “good writer.”  Be familiar with the advice of writing manuals such as Strunk 

and White‟s The Elements of Style and Art Plotknik‟s The Elements of Expression.
17

  

Keep in mind that good writing is clear and succinct.  Use good syntax and word choice. 

 Use your computer‟s spell-checking and grammar functions, but do not depend upon 

them.  Both functions only indicate “possible problems.”  So, keep in mind that your 

computer may indicate that there “may” be a problem, when there actually is no problem 

with the word or phrase that you have used. 

 Use a thesaurus and a good dictionary.  Word choice is important, and adding variety and 

precision to your text will help improve its readability. 

 Avoid cuteness and informal writing.  As a general rule for scholarly writing, do not use 

contractions (didn‟t, isn‟t, I‟ll, etc.). 

 Be consistent in how you use words in your text.  If you are going to use an acronym or 

abbreviation in your text, introduce it to the reader with its full meaning the first time it is 

used and then be consistent about its use throughout your text.  If you are discussing an 

individual librarian in your text, do so in a consistent manner—for instance, stick with 

“the pharmacy librarian,” and do not use various other identifying terms and phrases like 

“the pharmacy library liaison,” “the library‟s pharmacy liaison,” “the pharmacy library 

faculty member,” etc.  Also, be consistent with capitalization.  If you capitalize a 

position‟s title when you introduce it into your text (Pharmacy Librarian), continue to 

capitalize that title throughout your text.  Be consistent with verb tenses.  For instance, in 

a paragraph discussing another author‟s work, do not mix present and past tenses.  If in 

the first sentence of a paragraph, you report, “Fred C. Dobbs tells us this,” do not in the 

next sentence state, “Dobbs concluded something else.”   
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 Be consistent in the way you present numbers.  In a paragraph, if you are referring to a 

survey and you are showing both percentages of respondents and numbers of 

respondents, be consistent.  For instance, give the numbers of respondents first and the 

percentages in parentheses and be consistent—seventy-five students (50%) said this; 

twenty-five students (16.7%) said otherwise; forty-five students (30%) said something 

else, etc.  Do not mix up the way that you present numbers and percentages—seventy-

five students (50%) said this; 25 students (16.7%) said otherwise; thirty percent (45 

students) said something else, etc. 

 Be careful that your pronouns agree with the intended subjects.  Do not report, “Any 

student (singular) can access the library Web site, where they (plural) can find numerous 

resources.”  Also, if you are discussing two subjects within a paragraph (librarians and 

students), be careful how you use the pronoun “they.”  Readers need to clearly 

understand whether or not the “they” in your text refers to the librarians, to the students, 

or to both groups combined. 

 Be accurate with quotations—cite the text exactly.  When in doubt about how to cite a 

quotation, be sure to check the proper style manual. 

 Have a colleague (or colleagues) read your manuscript for clarity, and make sure that s/he 

knows that you welcome criticism and suggestions.  Be ready for criticism and 

suggestions.  Be ready to do more research (if that is what is suggested), and be ready to 

revise your text.  If a colleague does read your manuscript to help you with your 

preparations for submission and your manuscript is later accepted, be sure to recognize 

your colleague in an “acknowledgment” that accompanies the article.  Most journals 

accept, even encourage, such acknowledgements. 
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Researching and Writing for publication is hard work.  You can find writing advice and 

inspiration in many places and in many forms, but the final act of writing comes down to the 

individual putting thoughts and ideas into words.  And as Art Plotnik suggests, library authors 

can make their writing bearable to fellow librarians (and other readers).  Seek out writing advice 

and inspiration where you can find it, but remember that successful writing comes about by 

persevering in your writing task.  Write, rewrite, and rewrite again.  There will no doubt be times 

of frustration, but any frustration can be conquered through perseverance.  Your manuscript may 

take many revisions, but if you stick with the task, the final reward of having published in the 

professional literature is something that you can certainly be proud of, and it is a permanent 

record of contribution that will be with you always—nobody can take it away.  Being a 

published writer is a uniquely satisfying experience.  

I want to encourage each reader of the Journal of Library & Information Services in Distance 

Learning to consider undertaking a writing project, whether a review or newsletter article or 

whether a more substantial article-length manuscript.  I especially urge you to consider writing 

about your special experience in and knowledge of distance learning library and information 

services.  Write for publication—contribute to our profession and our scholarly discourse. 
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APPENDIX 

Journal of Library & Information Services in Distance Learning 

Referee’s Checklist 

 

Each paper should be evaluated on its own merits.  The following is a list of suggestions only—

the list is neither inclusive nor exclusive.  You should feel free to introduce other criteria when 

appropriate.   

 

Scope of Journal 

Is the paper related to library and information services in distance learning?  

Would the paper be relevant to the readership of the journal?  

 

Content 

If the purpose of the paper is to present information, is it actually informative?   

If the paper is based on research, is the research sound?   

If the paper is opinion, is it well thought out and persuasive?   

If the paper is a review, are the relevant sources considered? 

Is the paper accurate, adequately documented, and complete within the author‟s own terms? 

If the paper claims to be “new,” is it really new?   

Is it an original contribution to the field or a rehash of old information? 

 

Presentation 

Is the paper written in a clear and readable style?   
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If the paper still requires work on grammar, spelling, organization, etc., point out examples 

for the author to consider. 

Is the paper well organized?  No formal outline is necessary, but there should be a beginning, 

a middle, and an end, with a logical progression of information and thought. 

Technical and professional terminology is fine when appropriate, but is the paper generally 

free of jargon? 

Should the author be asked to add, delete, or change illustrative matter (tables, charts, etc.)? 

 

Value 

Is the paper a useful contribution to the literature?   

It does not have to be a landmark article, but it should not be ephemeral or superficial. 

Would you publish the article? 
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