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Introduction 

Whether you are carrying out a research study or hosting a dinner party, I think it’s safe to say 
that the planning step of the process is crucial to ultimate success. The same is true for writing 
for professional publication. While dozens of books have been written on the writing process, I 
believe that many of them shortchange the upfront planning process which, in my experience, 
is the foundation upon which everything else is built. Invest time and energy at the beginning 
into the what (topic), where (journal), and how (structure) you will write your article. You will 
receive the payback in a writing process that minimizes stress, maximizes success, and leads to 
the preferred outcome: seeing your name in print. 

I am a long time author and editor and since 2001, I have been assisting clients professionally in 
their writing efforts, through my business, Maine Desk. While my process for “Manuscript 
Success” has been loosely defined in my mind for years, it has come into sharper focus more 
recently as a result of my work leading writing workshops for the National League for Nursing 
and the Department of Clinical Nursing Science, University Hospital Basel. This was the impetus 
for pulling these disparate pieces together and putting them together in this publication. 

While this book is geared primarily towards nurses and the professional nursing literature—
since that is the field I know best—I do think the process is applicable to other disciplines. The 
scientific writing process is universal, whether you are a nurse, physician, psychologist, or 
something else. Just substitute relevant examples in your mind where I reference nursing. 

How should you use this book?  First, I suggest reading it all the way through—it’s only a little 
over 40 pages so that shouldn’t take too long. Then, go back and 
begin to work your way through the exercises and complete the 
worksheets. While this may seem like busy work, I’ve had enough 
people tell me that they have had their lightbulb moment, the 
“Ah-ha!” when it all clicked together and made sense, that it is 
worth it follow the steps in order and completely. 

Note: You can find copies of the worksheets at my business 
website www.mainedesk.com. Click on the Resources tab. The 
worksheets are password protected: cr95181nf430 will get you in. 

Next steps: If you are comfortable with the information and the process that I describe, I think it is 
completely reasonable to proceed with your publication efforts independently. Good luck! However, if 
you would like more help and support, I am available for consultation. Please see the information on 
Manuscript Success coaching at my website for more details. I look forward to hearing from you! 

http://www.mainedesk.com/
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The Process 

I am a process person and have been so all my life. I remember learning the scientific process 
back in seventh or eighth grade and thinking how much sense it made. In college, the nursing 
process was tailor made for me, even though I groaned sometimes when I had to write actual 
care plans! Thus, it is not terribly surprising that I would come up with a process for manuscript 
success. 

To keep it simple, I have boiled it down to five steps, five words, and one acronym, which I ask 
you to commit to memory: 

 Step One: Topic 
Step Two: Due Diligence 

Step Three: Template 
Step Four: MMO 
Step Five: Draft 

 

You can make it even easier and just memorize TDTMD, but I haven’t come up with a clever 
mnemonic for that (yet). Maybe someone can help me! 

Obviously, this is shorthand for five steps that have slightly longer names, which I will discuss in 
detail in the coming pages. But, to make it easy to find things and keep the relevant information 
together in one place, here they are: 

 

Step One: Select a Topic for Your Article 

Step Two: Conduct Journal Due Diligence 

Step Three: Select and Analyze a Template Article 

Step Four: Write the Manuscript Math Outline (MMO) 

Step Five: Write the First Draft  

Yes, you can do it! 
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Step One: Topic 

Select a Topic for Your Article 

Selecting a topic for your article is key. If you have a lousy idea, one that will never be of any 
interest to any audience, then it is never going to get published. It is as simple as that. The 
salient point, then, is to figure out how to take your idea and turn it into something engaging 
and interesting that will catch the eye of an editor. 

Read that last sentence again: catch the eye of an editor. Many potential authors say to me, “I 
want to reach hundreds of readers.” Keep in mind that as an author with a submitted article, 
you have a handful of readers: the editor, a couple of reviewers, perhaps someone on the 
editorial board. That’s it. They are the gatekeepers. Once your article has been accepted and 
published in a journal, then it will be available to thousands, maybe millions, of readers. But at 
that point, your work will have been long done. When you sign off on your finished article, it 
goes out of your hands and the production minions take over to proof, edit, fact check, design, 
and ultimately transform your manuscript into a published article that is indexed, distributed, 
and (hopefully), read. 

It may be hard to believe but editors actually don’t want to publish boring journals. We look to 
have a variety of articles on topics that will be of interest to our readers. We want well written 
articles that share cutting edge knowledge or tried-and-true topics that are presented in new 
and innovative ways. What do I mean by tried-and-true? Pain management is a good example. 
That is a topic that is never out-of-date. But just writing the same old, same old will not intrigue 
an editor. You have to find the angle that is fresh and different. 

Let me clarify the role of editor vs. peer reviewers. First off, all scholarly or professional journals 
use some sort of review process. Editors rely on reviewers to ensure that the information in a 
manuscript is accurate, current, appropriate, ethically sound, rigorous, and, last but not least, 
interesting. Feedback from reviewers is very important in the manuscript selection process. 
However, what reviewers don’t have is the big picture of the journal—that’s the editor’s 
domain. In addition to the review comments, the editor also considers how your topic fits in 
with what’s been published previously and what’s in the pipeline for the future, as well as what 
readers have expressed interest in.  Thus, a manuscript may be positively reviewed for accuracy 
but still get dinged because it’s boring, poorly written, or an overdone topic. Your challenge, 
then, as an author is to make sure your paper is both accurate and appropriate as well as 
interesting and fresh. 
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Considering this, here are a few points to keep in mind: 

• Write about what you know. Yes, it sounds obvious but I have received query letters 
that say, “What topics are of interest to your journal? Let me know and I’ll pick one to 
write about.” Huh?  

• What you know might be right under your nose. If you’ve completed a research study, 
then of course that’s an obvious topic. But in between the “big” major projects that 
report research findings, you may also have potential topics from the course of your 
day-to-day work. I assisted one author recently who wrote a very nice article on 
“Lessons Learned” from a pilot study she had done. This was not the research report 
(that got written, too) but more of a “how-to” on pitfalls and problems she had 
encountered in recruiting subjects and implementing the research. In one way, it was 
more interesting than the actual research report. 

My favorite example comes from my own experience. Way back when, when I was a 
doctoral student, I was going to school long distance between Maine and Cleveland, 
Ohio. This was in the days before email and the Internet (heck, we didn’t even have fax 
machines!). For my data analysis, my dissertation committee was rather insistent that I 
come to campus and use SPSS on the mainframe computer. I was loathe to do so for a 
variety of reasons, primarily money and time. Personal computers—PCs—were in their 
infancy but there were a few stats programs for PCs that I thought I could use. However, 
my committee felt that they were not accurate or didn’t use the proper algorithms for 
computation and were opposed to this idea. I decided to do some research on the topic 
and answer the question. Once I had done so, I wrote it up and sent it to Nursing 
Research. It was accepted in three weeks (I was amazed) and published shortly 
thereafter. Needless to say, my committee didn’t argue with me anymore and I was able 
to conduct my data analysis from the comfort of my own home. 

For anyone who is curious, here’s the citation: 

Nicoll LH. The microcomputer: an alternative for data analysis. Nurs Res. 1987, Sep-
Oct;36(5):320-3. PubMed PMID: 3650807 

• Another advantage of using your day-to-day life as a source of topics is that you are 
more likely to incorporate writing into your life if your topic isn’t foreign or distant but 
rather, up close and personal. Again, many people tell me they struggle with writing and 
scholarship and find that too often if falls to the bottom of their “to do” list. If you chose 
a topic that comes from your own lived experience and thus is familiar, then the entire 
process becomes less intimidating and more comfortable. 
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A variant on this is to start small. The first thing I ever had published was a letter to the 
editor in the American Journal of Nursing, my senior year in college. Sure, it was only a 
letter but it gave me the thrill of seeing my name in print. Next was an article in the 
Journal of the Student Nurses Association, reporting on a project I did in college.  If you 
are new to writing and feeling a little overwhelmed, then consider a “compact” topic 
that you can write about in 8 to 10 pages vs. 18 to 20. Success breeds success, as they 
say, and the goal here is to be successful, not famous (at least not at first). 

• Student papers don’t translate automatically to journal articles. This is another common 
problem. You write an A+ paper, your faculty member says, “You should publish this,” 
you send it to a journal, and it gets rejected. What went wrong? 

Several things. First, keep in mind that there are fundamental differences between a 
paper you write for school and a journal article. In a school paper, you are trying to 
demonstrate to the faculty that you have mastered a topic. You are also showing that 
you know how to search the literature and synthesize the information, draw relevant 
conclusions, and come up with new ideas (or theories, or interventions, or whatever) 
based on your synthesis. If you’ve done all these things, you’ll get a good grade. 
Sometimes, the “new idea” is interesting or innovative enough that the faculty might 
suggest pursuing publication. But in its current form as a student paper, it is not going to 
be appropriate for a journal. In fact, what a journal requires and how to tailor your 
paper to meet those requirements is the major focus of this book. Taking a student 
paper and changing it into a journal article is a transformational process. Keep that in 
mind as you read the rest of this book.  

• Your dissertation1 is the ultimate student paper. 

So there you are with a 250 page dissertation that represents thousands of hours of 
blood, sweat, and tears. You have to publish it: your committee is counting on you and 
you are counting on yourself. Where do you begin? 

I help lots of newly minted PhDs both in my private work as well as at various writing 
retreats. My number one piece of advice is: put your dissertation away. Don’t look at it 
(at least not in the beginning). You cannot cut and paste a dissertation into a coherent 
article. Given that you have lived with this topic for the past year or two or five, you 
know it by heart. You don’t need the printed document to tell you what it’s about. Go 
through the steps of the ms: manuscript success process without looking at 

                                                           
1 Note that I am using dissertation here as the classic, academic paper. You can substitute capstone, thesis, 
scholarly paper or whatever term is used to refer to the ultimate document that is produced as the outcome of a 
scholarly program of study. 
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your dissertation (trust me, you can do it). I’ll tell you when it’s okay to pull it out and 
maybe use a few words to insert into your article. 

True confession time: I never published my dissertation (I did present the research at 
several conferences, though). I tried, believe me, I tried. But I made all the mistakes that 
I am telling you about. Unfortunately, I didn’t have me to help me, at least not in my 
current evolved form. Oh well, c’est la vie. 

• If you are publishing a research report, whether dissertation or something else, be 
honest with yourself. Is there bad science, a fatal flaw, or something else that will make 
getting it into print difficult? 

When a manuscript is submitted as a research report reviewers read and critique as 
such and believe me, they can be very harsh. If your sample seems too small or your 
research procedures aren’t conducted to a gold standard of perfection, they will tell you 
so—and usually recommend rejection. But then, what are you supposed to do? As 
several authors have said to me, “I can’t lie about what I did, or go back and change it 
now. How am I supposed to present it?” 

You’re right. You can’t lie. But you can change the focus. This is what I call “thinking 
outside the box.” Instead of writing it as a straight forward research report, write it as a 
case study or review article on the topic, then use your research results to inform your 
discussion.  

Let me give you an example. Imagine you conducted a grounded theory study of the 
experience of fatigue in leukemia patients. You were interested in what these people go 
through with their illness and its treatment, with a goal of developing new 
interventions. When the study got going you ran into lots of problems, including having 
difficulty recruiting participants. In the end, you interviewed eight women (no men) by 
telephone for about 45 minutes each.  

If you wrote this as a research report, I can imagine the reviewers’ comments: eight 
participants are not enough. How do you know you achieved saturation? Why did you 
conduct telephone interviews? You missed the non-verbal communication in a face-to-
face interview. Was 45 minutes a long enough interview? Why only one interview? And 
why only women? And so on… 

The “turnaround” workaround would be to focus not on the research but on the 
experience of fatigue in women with leukemia. Turn it into a state-of-the-art review 
article with background on the bio-psycho-social basis for fatigue. Then add, “Recent 



ms: manuscript success  page 9 
 

interviews with eight women suffering from fatigue support these findings…” and give 
examples of what the women said. 

Is this dishonest? I don’t think so. Granted, you won’t see this turned-around article in 
the pages of Nursing Research since that journal publishes “straight” or “pure” research, 
but you will probably be published in a more appropriate journal where the information 
will be of great use to the readers. Your contribution is still very important and valuable, 
even if it is not a traditional research report. Keep in mind your goal: to share new 
knowledge. Sometimes you need to package that knowledge in a format that will be 
acceptable to editors, reviewers, and readers. That’s not dishonest. 

To summarize: choose your topic carefully. Think about how to make it interesting as well as 
informative. Remember that for a journal, an editor is going to want to publish new 
information, not just a re-hash of what’s already known. Even if you are writing about a tried-
and-true topic you need to find the angle that makes it fresh and different. And most important 
of all: your goal is to catch the eye of the editor. If the editor doesn’t like your article, it’s not 
going to be accepted. It really is that simple. 

On to the first exercise of the book…  
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Exercise Number One: Conveying Your Topic Precisely 

Activities: 

• Write a one sentence teaser that describes your topic concisely. 
• Write a 250 word précis that describes your topic precisely. This is not an abstract. Write 

a concise précis of what your article will be about. Remember that every story has a 
beginning, middle, and an end. I want your précis to include these same elements:  

o Introduction and overview: the topic and how you are going to make this new, 
compelling, interesting—interesting enough to catch the eye of an editor. 

o Body: the main focus of the paper, including innovations, new information, or 
research findings that will be presented. 

o Conclusion: how you will wrap up the paper, including how readers can use this 
information in their practice and professional work. 

Resource: Think 250 words is too few? You want to write more? Sorry, no. This is the limit and 
you need to squeeze it in. Here’s an interesting article and companion piece I found at the New 
York Times: the essay for the application to college (the “common app”) is 500 words. The 
Times wrote an article about the essay in exactly 500 words. They also included a document 
that shows how they went from 950 words down to 500. Here are the links: 

Original article: http://www.nytimes.com/2011/10/29/education/college-application-essay-as-
haiku-for-some-500-words-isnt-enough.html?_r=1&ref=nyregion 

Editing process: http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2011/10/28/nyregion/28Common-
Application-Article-Open-Edit.html 

You can do the same. For reference, this page includes about 250 words, so you know what you 
are working with. 

• Manuscript Success Coaching clients: Once we have contracted to work together, this 
will be your first exercise. Please send to me at Leslie@medesk.com. I’ll get back to you 
promptly with feedback. 

  

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/10/29/education/college-application-essay-as-haiku-for-some-500-words-isnt-enough.html?_r=1&ref=nyregion
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/10/29/education/college-application-essay-as-haiku-for-some-500-words-isnt-enough.html?_r=1&ref=nyregion
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2011/10/28/nyregion/28Common-Application-Article-Open-Edit.html
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2011/10/28/nyregion/28Common-Application-Article-Open-Edit.html
mailto:Leslie@medesk.com
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Step Two: Due Diligence 

Conduct Journal Due Diligence 

One of the most common mistakes I see from aspiring authors is that they write an article and 
when it is finished, they begin the process of selecting a journal for submission. A variation is 
that the author might have a vague idea of where to send their paper, ie, “Oh, I’ll submit it one 
of the education journals in nursing,” but a clear decision hasn’t been made. By doing this, you 
are setting yourself up for rejection. 

You need think strategically about where you will submit your paper. 
This is why I have developed the process that I call “journal due 
diligence.” Journal due diligence is a process for surveying and 
becoming familiar with the journal. Through this activity you will 
become familiar with the people associated with the journal, its 
mission, and the type of articles that are published. The goal of this 
activity is to determine if this journal is the right fit for your 
proposed manuscript. 

In the old days, journal due diligence would require a portion of the 
day spent in the library doing your research. Now, every journal has 
an online presence and journal due diligence can be conducted from 
the comfort of your home or office. You don’t have any excuse not to do this every time you 
plan to write an article. 

Journal due diligence is also important to help you identify journals beyond the realm of those 
with which you are already familiar. Even if you read several journals every month, I would 
hazard a guess that your “journal knowledge” is probably quite small when measured against 
the panoply of journals that are being published. There may be a journal out there that is the 
perfect fit for your topic/article and you don’t even know it exists. Journal due diligence can 
help you discover this hidden gem. 

The graphs below are slightly tongue-in-cheek but I think they illustrate my point: there is a 
whole lot out there in the world we don’t know, whether it be journals or nuclear physics or 
something else. Thus, journal due diligence is a very important part of the manuscript success 
process. 

The term "due diligence" 
comes from the banking 

and business worlds, but I 
think it works well in this 

context for journal 
evaluation. 
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Figure 1. What We Know and Don’t Know 

I am sure that by now you are asking yourself, “Where do I begin to identify appropriate 
journals? And how many should I be identifying as part of this process?” 

I’ll answer the second question first. I generally suggest having three journals on your short list 
of potential publication outlets. What then are the steps of identifying three potential journals? 

First, consider your topic. From a macro perspective, identify what would be the key terms that 
would describe it. As an example, let’s use the mythical fatigue in leukemia patients study that I 
described previously. Macro concepts that immediately come to mind are: 1) qualitative 
research (method); 2) cancer (leukemia); 3) symptoms (fatigue). Remember, however, that all 
the participants in the study were women. Would a women’s health journal be a potential 
option? Is there something else unique about the study? While the obvious concepts may turn 
out to be the best fit, try to think creatively about another angle that you may not have 
considered. That may be what pushes you to discover the hidden gem, perfect fit journal. 

Once you have your concepts in mind, begin to identify journals that publish on these topics. 
Again, if you are not familiar with the universe of journals that exist, here are a few suggestions 
to help you get started. 

• Assuming you’ve read related literature on your topic, look at those articles. In what 
journals have they been published? 

• Look at the reference lists of the articles in your literature search. This is a good way 
to dig a little deeper and find journals that may be a good fit but are not 
immediately obvious to you. 

The World of 
Knowledge 

What you know

What you know
you don't know

What you don't
know you don't
know

The World of Journals 

Journals you
know

Journals you
know you
don't know

Journals don't
know you
don't know
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• Use your professional network. Do you have colleagues who serve as manuscript 
reviewers for a journal or are members of the editorial advisory board? If so, ask 
them about the journal—they will usually have enough “insider” information to tell 
you if their journal would be appropriate for your topic. 

• Visit the INANE: International Academy of Nursing Editors website and look at their 
list of editors and resources.  http://www.nursingeditors-
inane.org/networkingFiles/people.html. This resource provides a fairly 
comprehensive listing of journals in the professional nursing literature and likely 
includes many that will be new to you—but may be excellent choices for your due 
diligence list. 

At this point, it is appropriate to stay at the macro level and match the key concepts you have 
identified to the journals you are investigating. Again, using my leukemia research example 
from before, I might identify the following four journals as potential options: 

• Qualitative Health Research (matched to the research method) 
• Cancer Nursing (matched to the disease process) 
• Journal of Pain and Symptom Management (matched to the key variable that was 

studied) 
• Nursing for Women’s Health (matched to the study participants) 

The next step is to begin to drill down and learn more about each of the journals you have 
identified. Take each journal individually and go through the following steps. 

• Find its home page on the Internet. This is easy to do: as always, Google is your 
friend. You can expect that the journal home page will give you more than enough 
information to begin your journal due diligence.  Below is the home page for my 
journal, CIN: Computers, Informatics, Nursing. You can see that lots of useful 
information is available right on the main page. There is also a drop down menu 
specifically for authors. This is what you want to investigate. 

http://www.nursingeditors-inane.org/networkingFiles/people.html
http://www.nursingeditors-inane.org/networkingFiles/people.html
http://www.nursingeditors-inane.org/networkingFiles/people.html
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Figure 2. Home Page for CIN: Computers, Informatics, Nursing 

• Look at the masthead. Who is the Editor? My name is listed but there isn’t an 
Editorial Board on this home screen. Can you get to it? When you do, do you see any 
familiar names? If so, make a note of this. You may want to contact this person(s) 
later to gather more information about the journal. 

• Next, find the mission statement or purpose of the journal. Again, consider the fit. If 
the purpose says, “We publish cutting-edge, empirical research,” and you are not 
writing a research report, that probably isn’t the right outlet for you.  

For CIN, again, here’s an illustration. The “Purpose” and “About” information are 
right there on the Info for Authors page. No big secret for anyone who is interested. 
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Figure 3. “Purpose” and “About the Journal” for CIN 

• After reviewing the purpose, if the journal still looks like a good possibility, then the 
next step is to become familiar with the specific types of articles that are published. 
If you have selected a journal that you read regularly, you may already know this. 
But I would hazard a guess that 80% of articles are submitted to journals that the 
author is not familiar with, thus you need to become an instant expert. 

Spend some time scanning the table of contents for several issues of the journal—I 
usually suggest a year. Click on titles that interest you or are similar to your topic. 
Even if the journal doesn’t have full text online, they will most likely have an abstract 
or synopsis that you can review. Read the titles and abstracts, all the time filtering in 
your mind the issue of fit. Try to picture your envisioned article in the pages of the 
journal you are reviewing. 

Another suggestion, to be more comprehensive: go to the PubMed at the National 
Library of Medicine (http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/). Do a search on a key 
word (MeSH heading) related to your topic and the journal title. This will bring up 
articles that may be relevant to your proposed topic that have been published in this 
particular journal. PubMed includes abstracts so that will allow you to drill down to 
further determine if this journal is a good fit. The picture below is an example of a 
search on the topic of “Simulation” in the journal Computers, Informatics, Nursing. 
Note that due to space, only three of the retrieved eleven citations are shown. 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/
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Figure 4. Search on the term “Simulation” in the journal CIN 

As you move through this “getting to know you” process for the journals on your list, you may 
discover that a journal you have selected is not at all appropriate for your topic. If that happens, 
cross it off and go back to square one to find a replacement. I think it’s very important to have 
three journals on your due diligence list. Although your first choice should, ideally be the best 
fit for your article, it’s important to have some fallback choices in case things go awry in the 
submission and review process. 

Once you have three appropriate journals identified, prioritize them: “best fit,” “okay,” and 
“distant third choice.” Keep “okay” and “distant third choice” on your radar screen in case “best 
fit” doesn’t work out, but right now, “best fit” is where you are going to focus your attention. 

The next step is to really get to know your “best fit” journal. You may need to go to the library 
to do this, particularly if “best fit” is a new-to-you journal. You can also do it online. I just know 
that some people are more comfortable handling a print journal to get a “feel” for it. Either 
way, it’s essential to delve deeply into the journal to understand what it contains. Remember, 
the journal reflects the editor and at this point, that person will be your number one reader. It’s 
important to understand what s/he chooses to publish so that you can have some confidence 
that your manuscript will stand a fighting chance of being reviewed and accepted. 

Whether print or online, page through the journal and look at the articles that are published. 
Notice how long they are. Other things to note: 

• Are tables included? With every article? What about figures? 
• What headings are used? How many levels of headings are used? 



ms: manuscript success  page 17 
 

• Do the articles follow research methodology in terms of presentation (introduction, 
literature, methods, analysis, results, conclusion) or is the style unique to each article?  

• What writing style is used? Do you see the third person plural, ie, “In this study we 
report our findings of…” 

• Do the articles contain photographs? Special features such as “callouts”? 

As you page through the issues of the journal, look for what I call a “template” article. A 
template article is one that is similar to what you will be writing. For example, if you are writing 
a clinical case report, then look for an example of one that has already been published. If your 
article is reporting results of a research study, then look for another article that uses the same, 
or similar, methodology. Patterning your article after your template article can help you feel 
like you are not starting from scratch. It also helps to ensure that you will be formatting your 
paper in a style that is appropriate for the journal for your particular topic. (FYI, I’ll be discussing 
template articles in much more detail in the next section.) 

The last step is to find, print out, and read the Information for Authors. Things you should 
specifically pay attention to:  

• Abstract (yes or no and if yes, length and format);  
• Length of article (in either pages or words);  
• Any limitations (ie, restriction on number of tables or references);   
• Format for references (APA, AMA, or something else); 
• Format for title page; 
• Cover letter (required or no); 
• Copyright transfer form (note requirements); 
• Submission process (online or something else). 

If the journal has different types of articles, ie, research briefs, case reports and so on, they may 
have different guidelines for each type. Make sure you know which type you’ll be writing and 
make note of those guidelines. 

On the following pages are two worksheets you can use for your Journal Due Diligence. One has 
columns for three journals and one has only one column for one journal. The three journal 
worksheet can become unwieldy when all the information is filled in, but I think it is important 
to be able to see all three journals in a “scan”—inconsistencies or problems will jump out at you 
when they are all grouped together. What I would suggest is to complete the three journal 
worksheet with brief, abbreviated information and then do a single journal worksheet that is 
more in-depth for each journal (three tables in all). 
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I strongly encourage you to complete all three—and save them. Even if your “distant third” 
journal seems like a very remote possibility, you might come back to it in a year or two with a 
different article. In that case, all you’d need to do would be update the table; you wouldn’t 
have to start from scratch. 

As you do your diligence, a thought might occur to you: what about evaluating journals outside 
your discipline? That’s a very good question. It depends on the discipline and who you are. 
There can be a “glass ceiling” to publishing outside of your specialty but, at the same time, 
patient care is multidisciplinary, thus it is important to share new knowledge as broadly as 
possible. When you are evaluating a journal, look very carefully at the credentials of authors 
listed on the articles. Are they all RNs? MDs? A mix of professionals (nurses, physicians, 
psychologists, epidemiologists, statisticians, and so on)? Does the purpose of the journal say it’s 
interdisciplinary or geared primarily for “nurses working in …” It can be difficult to publish 
outside of nursing (or whatever your discipline might be) especially at the beginning of your 
writing career. Be realistic about where your article might fit in terms of a journal not in your 
discipline.  

Along those same lines, be realistic, even within nursing. There are “famous” journals, such as 
the American Journal of Nursing and Nursing Research. These journals receive a huge number of 
submissions and consequently, have high rejection rates. That doesn’t mean the articles they reject are 
bad or flawed—just that the editor  doesn’t have space for them. I once heard Mickey Dougherty, editor 
of Nursing Research say, “We have an 85% rejection rate, but that doesn’t mean that 85% of the articles 
that we receive are bad.” Her comment points out the importance of due diligence: working hard to find 
the best fit for your article in advance. Doing so can ameliorate lots of problems in the future. 

Being realistic can also help you avoid another problem that I have 
nicknamed “the pendulum phenomenon.” This is the case where an author 
doesn’t do his/her due diligence and selects an wildly inappropriate 
unrealistic journal. It gets rejected instantaneously, usually with a very blunt 
rejection letter. Discouraged, the author now swings 180o in the other 
direction and picks a very small, obscure journal that no one has ever heard 
of (and which probably has ten readers). It may be accepted but the 
question has to be asked, what contribution is this really making? Looking 
further down the road, for those who are pursuing tenure, how will the 
tenure committee evaluate this journal? While I don’t believe that authors should select 
journals solely on the basis of how their article will “measure up” now or later, I do think it is 
realistic to remember that people choose/need to pursue publication for reasons beyond the 
thrill of seeing their name in print. 
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Exercise Number Two: Journal Due Diligence 

Activities: 

Two worksheets follow: one for due diligence of three journals and one for a more detailed 
analysis of one journal (complete for all three). Please complete and return to me. Make sure to 
attach the Information for Authors for each journal that you have selected. 

You can download Word documents of these worksheets at my website: www.mainedesk.com. 
They are under the Resources tab.  The password to access the worksheets is cr95181nf430.  

Send me a message at Leslie@medesk.com if you are having problems. 

Goals:  

Upon completion of this exercise you should be able to: 

• Identify your number one choice of a journal to which you will submit your article; 
• Articulate the rationale for why you selected this journal; 
• Describe specific requirements for manuscript preparation for your selected journal; 

and 
• Have an identified a second and third choice in the event you need to revise and 

resubmit your manuscript somewhere else. 

 

• Manuscript Success Coaching clients: Once we have contracted to work together, this 
will be your second exercise. Please send to me at Leslie@medesk.com. I’ll get back to 
you with feedback promptly. If we need to chat by phone, I’ll send you a message to set 
up a time to talk. 

 

 

http://www.mainedesk.com/
mailto:Leslie@medesk.com
mailto:Leslie@medesk.com
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 Title of Journal #1 Title of Journal #2 Title of Journal #3 
Journal URL    
Publisher    
Editor’s name and contact information    

Journal mission statement or purpose    
Intended audience? (includes)    
Editorial Board: any familiar names?    

Process for submission (online, email)    
Manuscript length (words, pages)    
What is included in manuscript length? (ie, tables, 
references, abstract, etc) 

   

Manuscript format (margins, font requirements)    
Format for references (ie, APA, AMA)    
Maximum number of references specified? If yes, how 
many? 

   

Abstract required? If yes, what is specified length and 
format (structured, text) 

   

Title page: what must be included    
Cover letter required? Yes/No    
Copyright form required? If yes, when does it need to 
be submitted? 

   

Citation for the template article that you have 
identified 

   

Why did you select this template article?    
Any special requirements for submission    
Impact factor    
Worksheet: Due Diligence Three Journals ©2012 by Leslie H. Nicoll  May be reproduced by permission.
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 Title of Journal #1 

Journal URL  

Publisher  

Editor’s name and contact information  

Journal mission statement or purpose  

Intended audience? (includes)  

Editorial Board: any familiar names?  

Process for submission (online, email)  

Manuscript length (words, pages)  

What is included in manuscript length? 
(ie, tables, references, abstract, etc) 

 

Manuscript format (margins, font 
requirements) 

 

Format for references (ie, APA, AMA)  

Maximum number of references 
specified? If yes, how many? 

 

Abstract required? If yes, what is 
specified length and format (structured, 
text) 

 

Title page: what must be included  

Cover letter required? Yes/No  

Copyright form required? If yes, when 
does it need to be submitted? 

 

Citation for the template article that 
you have identified 

 

Why did you select this template 
article? 

 

Any special requirements for 
submission 

 

Impact factor  
Worksheet: Due Diligence One Journal         ©2012 by Leslie H. Nicoll  May be reproduced by permission. 
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ms: manuscript success 

Step Three: Template 

Select and Analyze a Template Article 

For many people, the writing process can be paralyzing. They sit and look at the blank white 
page on their computer screen and think, “Holy cow, how am I supposed to come up with 
twenty pages?” (They actually might use more colorful language, but I am keeping this book 
family friendly.) 

Looking at it that way, it can be overwhelming. That’s why I have I like people to identify a 
template article, as I first mentioned earlier. While this might be one of the first articles you’ve 
ever written it’s not the first article your selected journal has ever published. In fact, if you’ve 
been thorough in your journal due diligence, you’ll know just how long your journal has been in 
existence. The simple fact of the matter is: if this journal is a good fit for your article, then they 
have likely published something similar to your planned article. That’s what you need to find 
and that is what will become your template article. 

Think about it: if you wanted to bake a quiche and you’ve never baked a quiche in your life, 
would you just start throwing eggs in a pie crust? No, of course not. You’d find a recipe (or two 
or three) to get some guidance on what you need to do. A template article is similar to a recipe. 
It gives you a framework for understanding what’s been published previously in your selected 
journal and what format is appropriate for your particular topic. 

I came up with the idea of a template article several years ago, when I was helping a client 
transform his dissertation into a journal article. He had used an unusual method for his 
research: the hybrid model of concept development. His dissertation was the first study I had 
ever read that used this method. As a result, I was at a bit of a loss as to where to begin in 
terms of figuring out the best approach for condensing his dissertation and writing the study in 
an article format. 

That’s when I had the bright idea to try to find another article that used this research method. A 
quick search on PubMed produced a recent article in the Journal of Clinical Nursing. Topic-wise, 
it was completely unrelated to my client’s study but method-wise, it was an exact fit. I analyzed 
the article and pulled it apart (ie, template analysis) to create an outline for my client’s study. 
With that framework he was able to fill in the content and had a first draft of a manuscript 
written in a matter of days—after stewing about it for more than a year.  

Because the template article was in the Journal of Clinical Nursing, he decided to submit to that 
journal. It made sense and his study was a clinical topic. Unfortunately, it was rejected. Back to 
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the drawing board. His number two choice was my journal, CIN. (I handed it off to an associate 
editor for the review and decision process so I wouldn’t have a conflict of interest.) This time it 
was positively reviewed and published a few months later. 

For anyone who is curious, here are the references: 

Erdley WS. Concept development of nursing information: a study of nurses working in critical 
care. Comput Inform Nurs. 2005 Mar-Apr;23(2):93-9. PubMed PMID: 15772510. (new article) 

Lee I, Lee EO, Kim HS, Park YS, Song M, Park YH. Concept development of family resilience: a 
study of Korean families with a chronically ill child. J Clin Nurs. 2004 Jul;13(5):636-45. PubMed 
PMID: 15189417. (template) 

(Notice that we modeled on the template right down to having very similar titles!) 

To me, the ideal template article should meet these three criteria: 

• Be published in your number one target journal (that you identified in journal due 
diligence); 

• Use a similar method to what you used; 
• Be on a similar topic. 

Realistically, however, achieving all three can be difficult so you need to decide which one(s) to 
trade-off. I would suggest that the least important is topic—that’s what you know, after all, so 
you don’t necessarily need a guide for that. Having a guideline for the method is really helpful 
so you should make that a priority. 

What about the journal—does the template have to be published in your target journal? 

Referring back to the example above, obviously the answer is no—although my client did start 
with submitting to the Journal of Clinical Nursing. When his article was published in CIN it was 
the first (and to date, still the only) one that used the hybrid model of concept development. 
Thus it was a groundbreaker. Its strength was that by using the template, even though it was 
from another journal, the method was appropriately presented, organized, and clear and the 
reviewers recognized that. 

Another example: I had a client who wanted to publish a case study on postpartum depression 
and had identified MCN as her target journal. She had met the editor, Margaret Freda, at a 
conference and had been encouraged to submit. Trouble was, we could not find a case study 
that had been published in MCN to use as a template. We did find two good examples in other 
journals however: one in The Journal of Hospice and Palliative Nursing and a second in 
Gastroenterology Nursing. The author re-verified with Dr. Freda that the topic was of interest 
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and then we got to work, using the two template articles to organize her paper. It was 
positively reviewed and published. Dr. Freda commented to me, later, that she was glad it was 
accepted and hoped it would encourage other authors to consider the case study format in the 
future for articles submitted to MCN. 

Once again, for those who are curious, here are the relevant references: 

Zauderer CR. A case study of postpartum depression & altered maternal-newborn attachment. 
MCN Am J Matern Child Nurs. 2008 May-Jun;33(3):173-8. Review. PubMed PMID: 18453907. 
(new article) 

Davy E. The endoscopy patient with a history of sexual abuse: strategies for compassionate 
care. Gastroenterol Nurs. 2006 May-Jun;29(3):221-5. Review. PubMed PMID: 16770137. 
(template) 

Hill, R. End-of-life care for the patient with borderline personality disorder. J Hosp Palliat Nurs. 
2005 May-Jun;7(3):150-163. (template) 

Immediate topic update: the author has just had another case study accepted and published in 
MCN.  So yes, I guess she is a groundbreaker! Here’s the reference: 

Zauderer, CR. Eating disorders and pregnancy: supporting the anorexic or bulimic expectant 
mother. MCN Am J Matern Child Nurs. 2012 Jan-Feb;37(1)48-55. 

To be a groundbreaker, realize that you may not always be successful. I think we’re all familiar 
with the challenges that nurses have had publishing qualitative research in more quantitatively 
oriented journals. And as I mentioned in the previous section, publishing outside of your 
discipline can also present a barrier. So be realistic with yourself in what you hope to 
accomplish with your publishing efforts and what journal you set your sights on. 

It is important to be deliberate about choosing your template article. Make sure you can 
explain why it is appropriate in the context of your planned article. As I said above, it should be 
more than just being written on a similar topic. Your template will become your roadmap and 
as such, should be reflective of what is published in your first choice journal and, at the same 
time, be a good match for your selected topic. 

With your template article in hand, the next step is to begin your analysis. Use the worksheet 
on that follows (don’t worry about the MMO right now. I’ll discuss that in the next section). I 
think it’s easiest to complete the analysis using a hard copy of your article, so print it out before 
beginning this task. 
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Step one is to go 
through the article 
and count the 
number of 
paragraphs. Put the 
title of the article 
and the total 
number of 
paragraphs in the 
first box of the 
worksheet (see 
Figure 4). 

The next step is to 
identify the levels 
of headings 
throughout the 
article. Mark the 
Level I, Level II, 
Level III and (if 
included) the Level 
IV heads. In the 
article I am looking 
at (which happens 
to be from 
Research in Nursing 
and Health), Level I 
heads are ALL 
UPPERCASE, 
CENTERED, and 
BOLD. Level II 
heads are Upper 
and Lowercase, 
Flush Left, and 
Bold. Level III heads 
are Lowercase, 
italics, bold, 
followed by a 
period. The text of the paragraph follows immediately after the head (no return).  In this 

LEVELS OF HEADS 

“Levels of Heads”—the headings used to organize an article—seem to be a 
source of endless confusion to authors. I know that I spend lots of time 
correcting them in manuscripts that I edit. It’s important for your writing to 
understand and use headings appropriately.  

The APA Manual of Style gives the author the option of having anywhere from 
one to five levels of heads in a manuscript. They also provide guidance on how 
each level should be formatted. However, in a journal, even if it uses APA Style 
for its format, there may be a limit to the number of heads. This is something 
you should ascertain through your template article analysis. In my experience, 
three levels of heads are most common. 

Heads are like an outline: Level I heads are your major topic or bullet point, 
followed by a sub-topic (Level II), sub-sub topic (Level III), and so on. Typically, 
the following are Level I heads: Abstract, Introduction, Literature (or 
Background), Method, Results, Discussion, Conclusion, References. Level II 
heads become more individualized and Level III more individualized beyond 
that.  

While the APA Manual specifies format for heads, the actual design of a journal 
may use different formatting, which I think is part of the confusion for authors. 
In APA, a Level I head is BOLD, CENTERED, and UPPERCASE but that may not 
be true in the style of the journal. Thus you need to identify each level. The 
easiest way to do this is: on a hard copy of the article, find a heading that has 
to be a Level I head, eg, METHODS. Mark this as 1 and note its formatting. Now 
go through the article and identify all heads similarly formatted. Level II heads 
have to be under the Level I heads so step 2 is to go through and mark those. 
Follow the steps for each descending level. When you are finished, note how 
many levels there are in total and how they are formatted. 

Also note if the journal allows “stacked heads”—that is, one level head 
followed immediately by the next level with no intervening text. If you don’t see 
any stacked heads, make sure not to include them in your manuscript. 
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template article there are only three levels of heads. If this was your template, you should 
probably try to only use three, too.  

I emphasize this because when I edit draft manuscripts, mixed-up levels of heads are one of the 
major mistakes that I repeatedly see (and fix). Given that your headings are your structural, 
organizing framework, it is very important that you understand this point and use them to 
organize your paper appropriately. See the accompanying box for a more detailed explanation. 

On the worksheet, list the Level I heads with the corresponding number of paragraphs. See 
Figure 4. Note that I included the proper capitalization and bolding for the heads. I find this is a 
handy trick to help you remember what’s what. Also note that some headings are implied but 
not stated (Introduction) and some headings may not follow the classic format. In this particular 
article, the literature review is specifically titled as per the subject and not called “Literature 
Review” although it is obvious that’s what it is. 

THE MMO – Analysis and Outline 
Template Article # ¶ Your Planned Article #¶ 

Garcia, C. & Lindgren, S. (2009). “Life 
Grows Between the Rocks”: Latino 
Adolescents’ and Parents’ Perspectives on 
Mental Health Stressors. Research in 
Nursing and Health, 32, 148-162 

61   

Introduction (not titled as such) 3   
LATINO ADOLESCENT MENTAL HEALTH 
(literature review; not titled as such) 

9   

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 1   
METHODS 13   
RESULTS 25   
DISCUSSION 4   
IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND 
PRACTICE 

6   

Number of Tables 1   
Number of Figures 0   
 

Figure 5. First steps in analysis of the template article. 
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Step three is to begin to drill down a little bit deeper in the article. List the Level II heads and 
the number of paragraphs in each section. See Figure 5 for an example. Note that I completed 
the worksheet only for the Method section of this article—you should complete the analysis for 
the entire article. 

THE MMO – Analysis and Outline 
Template Article # ¶ Your Planned Article #¶ 

Garcia, C. & Lindgren, S. (2009). “Life 
Grows Between the Rocks”: Latino 
Adolescents’ and Parents’ Perspectives on 
Mental Health Stressors. Research in 
Nursing and Health, 32, 148-162 

61   

Introduction (not titled as such) 3   
LATINO ADOLESCENT MENTAL HEALTH 
(not titled as such) 

9   

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 1   
METHOD 

• Introduction: 1 
• Sample/Setting: 3 
• Procedures: 3 
• Data Collection: 2 
• Translation: 1 (the study used 

Spanish speaking participants) 
• Data Analysis: 3 

13   

RESULTS 25   
DISCUSSION 4   
IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND 
PRACTICE 

6   

Number of Tables 1   
Number of Figures 0   
 

Figure 6. Analysis of the template article – Level II heads and the analysis of the method.  

The next step, as you probably have guessed, is to go even further down and identify the 
content (by paragraph) in each section. In this particular article, the only place the Level III 
heads appear is in the Results section which is illustrated below. Note that I have also broken it 
down by paragraph in the Methods section which only has Level I and II heads. 

Last, but not least, note any other elements in the article such as tables and figures. Does the 
article have any special design elements, such as “callouts” (quotes that are prominently 
featured) or photographs? As an author, you will probably not be asked to provide photos but 
you may be asked to come up with two or three callouts if that is part of the journal’s design. 
This information would be included in the Information for Authors. 
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THE MMO – Analysis and Outline 
Template Article # ¶ Your Planned Article #¶ 

Garcia, C. & Lindgren, S. (2009). “Life 
Grows Between the Rocks”: Latino 
Adolescents’ and Parents’ Perspectives on 
Mental Health Stressors. Research in 
Nursing and Health, 32, 148-162 

61   

Introduction (not titled as such) 3   
LATINO ADOLESCENT MENTAL HEALTH 
(literature review; not titled as such) 

9   

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 1   
METHOD 

• Introduction: 1 
• Sample/Setting: 3 

o 1st paragraph: description 
of the study recruitment 
sites 

o 2nd paragraph: description 
of the focus groups (8) 

o 3rd paragraph: description 
of the participants (53 
adolescents) 

• Procedures: 3 
o 1st paragraph: IRB 

approval 
o 2nd paragraph: recruitment 

procedures 
o 3rd paragraph: focus group 

details 
• Data collection: 2 
• Translation: 1 (the study used 

Spanish speaking participants) 
• Data analysis: 3 

13   

RESULTS 
• Focus Group Dynamics 
• Individual Stressors 

o Immigration.  
o Deportation fears. 

• Family Stressors 
• Community Stressors 

o Racism and discrimination 

25  Note that you should break down the 
paragraphs in each section as I did in the 
METHOD section. 
 
 

 

DISCUSSION 4   
IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND 
PRACTICE 

6   

Figure 7. Analysis of the template article – individual paragraph breakdown of sample/setting and 
procedures; Level III heads in the Results section 
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Exercise Number Three: Template Article Analysis 

Activities: 

Using the following worksheet, complete the analysis of your template article as described in 
this section. Complete and save.  

You can download Word documents of these worksheets at my website: www.mainedesk.com. 
They are under the Resources tab.  The password to access the worksheets is cr95181nf430.  

Send me a message at Leslie@medesk.com if you are having problems. 

Goals:  

Upon completion of this exercise you should be able to: 

• Understand the structure of your template article; 
• Describe how the template article was put together; 
• Discuss how your template will help you to structure your own article. 

 

• Manuscript Success Coaching clients: Once we have contracted to work together, this 
will be your third exercise. You can send it to me when you finish the analysis, or you 
can wait and send it with your MMO (Exercise Four). Just let me know what you plan to 
do.  

When you send this to me, please include a PDF of your template article. Thanks!  

http://www.mainedesk.com/
mailto:Leslie@medesk.com
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THE MMO – Analysis and Outline 
Template Article # ¶ Your Planned Article #¶ 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

©2012 by Leslie H. Nicoll  May be reproduced by permission. 
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Step Four: MMO 

Write the Manuscript Math Outline (MMO) 

I’ve never been a big fan of outlines. On the other hand, if you try to write an article without 
some sort of organizing framework, you’ll end up with a big mess. That’s why I’ve invented the 
MMO: the manuscript math outline. The MMO is based on paragraphs which is why I had you 
drill down to the paragraph level in your template article analysis. 

There are two key principles of the MMO: 

• Paragraphs are the foundation of your article. 
• Every paragraph contains a single idea. 

Sounds simple, doesn’t it? And it is simple. Unfortunately, “flight-of-ideas” paragraphs seem to 
be much more common than single idea ones in papers I receive for editing. So to start the 
MMO, let’s talk about single idea paragraphs, how to write them, and how to use them as the 

building blocks of your manuscript. 

Think of your paragraphs as inverted triangles, as pictured 
to the left. In general, a paragraph should be three to five 
sentences long. The first sentence introduces the subject of 
the paragraph and is broadly written. The middle two or 
three sentences discuss the idea. The last sentence should 
be specific and act as a segue to the next paragraph. The 
segue topic has now been introduced and thus becomes the 
broad idea that opens the next paragraph. Repeat the 
process: broad idea, two to three sentences to discuss, get 

specific, and segue. It sounds sort of like dancing, doesn’t it? 

Here’s an example. Imagine you are writing about interventions to manage cancer pain in 
children. You could introduce the topic in three paragraphs, as follows: 

• Paragraph One: Open with a broad statement about pain in illness and narrow it to 
cancer pain, specifically. 

• Paragraph Two: Discuss incidence of cancer pain, 80% to 90% of patients, including 
children. 
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• Paragraph Three: Incidence of cancer pain in children, why it is important to manage 
their pain, and why children-focused interventions are needed—to address where 
children are developmentally. 

From there, you might have a paragraph on stages of development, then narrow in to the 
specific age group you studied/are writing about. Thus each paragraph becomes a building 
block that steps you through the paper, which is built section by section. 

Look at the analysis of your template article. You should be able to see how each paragraph 
leads from the one previously written and builds on the next. That’s what you want to do. 

A useful exercise is to do the following: find something you’ve written and get a handful of 
different colored highlighters. Start with the first sentence. That sentence should introduce the 
topic of the paragraph. Highlight the major idea and make a note of it. Read sentence number 
two. Is it on the same topic? If yes, highlight in the same color. If no, highlight in a new color. 
Make a note of the topic. Now, on to sentence three and then continue until the end of the 
paragraph. When you finish, ideally, your paragraph should contain only two colors of 
highlighting. If you have three or four then it is probably safe to say you haven’t focused on the 
main idea of the paragraph and some editing is needed.  

Here’s an example of a précis that I received from a writing retreat participant which includes 
my highlighting: 

Nurse educators have embraced the teaching and learning technology 
that human simulators provide. Simulation technology has become an integral 
component of many nursing education programs despite the lack of data 
supporting the effectiveness of simulators on student learning outcomes. 
Although studies abound attesting to the student nurses’ satisfaction 
using simulators, few studies compare the pre and post simulation learning 
dynamic. This study examined senior baccalaureate nursing students at the 
beginning of the pediatric rotation. 
 
The self-efficacy of senior nursing students’ pre and post participation in two 
eight hours simulation programs were examined to compare the students’ belief 
in their ability to provide family centered care at the beginning of the pediatric 
semester compared to seven weeks later at the end of the semester. 

 
Teaching and learning related concepts are highlighted in green; simulation in yellow. The 
paragraph was staying mostly focused on the topic except for the last sentence that seemed to 
come out of nowhere (highlighted in hot pink). As such, it was not a good segue. 
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But look at the first sentence of the next paragraph: self-efficacy. She’s selected a student 
outcome and made it specific, thus it would have been perfect to have this concept introduced 
in the closing sentence of the first paragraph. I would suggest re-writing the last sentence like 
this (notice that it has turned into two sentences): 

Self-efficacy, that is, a student’s belief that s/he is able to perform a specific task, 
is a relevant outcome measure in nursing education. The question that is not 
answered in the extant research literature is, does a student’s self-
efficacy change as a result of engaging in a simulation learning experience? 

In this last sentence, the concept of outcome measure was introduced which then becomes the 
segue to the next paragraph. What about the baccalaureate students? They’ll get mentioned, 
when it becomes a smooth transition to write about them. 

Single-idea paragraphs should become the foundation of your writing. It doesn’t matter if you 
are writing a three paragraph memo or a 100 page proposal—each paragraph is a building block 
that marches you from point A to point B and beyond. 

Writing single-idea paragraphs is a skill that can be easily practiced, too. Every time you pick up 
a pen (or put your hands on the keyboard) stop and ask yourself, “What’s the point of this 
paragraph?” Use that to write the first sentence then flesh out the idea in the subsequent three 
to five sentences. Eventually, it will become second nature and you won’t need to think quite as 
deliberately about each paragraph. The benefits to you of developing this proficiency? There 
are many but three main ones come immediately to mind: 1) your writing will improve 
dramatically; 2) your writing, overall, will be more organized; and 3) the writing process will be 
easier. 

Now that you are a paragraph expert, let’s put them together and do a little math. Pull out your 
template article, your template article analysis, and the Information for Authors for your 
selected journal. 

From the Information for Authors, what is the specified manuscript length, either in words or 
pages?  It is the rare journal indeed that doesn’t specify the length of a manuscript that is 
submitted. We editors deal with pages—even online journals have page quotas. Journal 
budgets are developed based on the number of pages to be published in a year and editors are 
held (in my experience, pretty strictly) to those numbers. Working backwards, X number of 
pages per year turns into Y number of pages per issue. With Z number of articles per issue, you 
can calculate Q number of pages per article. For my journal this works out to: 
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• 672 pages/year (12 issues) 
• 56 pages/issue 
• 8 articles/issue = 7 pages per article 

A printed page is roughly 3 manuscript pages, so 7 pages in print means you have 21 
manuscript pages to work with. For my journal I specify 15 to 18 pages of text which means you 
have 3 to 6 pages that you can allot to the abstract (one page), tables, figures, and references. 

If your journal specifies the length in words, use the following rules of thumb: 

• A typical paragraph is 100 to 125 words. 
• A page usually has 3 paragraphs, thus 300 to 400 words on a page. 
• For a journal that specifies 3000 words: 10 pages or 30 paragraphs. 

Remember what I said back on page 22—the idea of sitting down at your computer and filling 
up 15 to 18 pages of a manuscript (or writing 5000 words) can be a little daunting. So let’s 
break that down. Consider that a typical page has approximately 3 paragraphs. With a limit of 
15 to 18 pages, you have 45 to 54 paragraphs to work with. Similarly, 5000 words works out to 
16 to 17 pages, or 50 to 54 paragraphs. 

Now, look at your template analysis. How many paragraphs are listed in the “total” box? If your 
template article is typical for your selected journal, the number should be pretty close to the 
number you calculated. There’s always a little wiggle room, of course—some pages may have 
two paragraphs and some may have four—but the basic breakdown should be in the ballpark in 
terms of numbers. 

Your calculated paragraphs will become the building blocks of your manuscript. Why do I have 
you organize your article by paragraph? Several reasons. One, remember that you are writing 
single-idea paragraphs. Having a tight focus for each and every paragraph keeps you organized 
and on target. Two, it helps you see where the weight and emphasis should be as you allocate 
the paragraphs to the various sections. Third, and perhaps most importantly, it can make the 
writing process feel manageable. If you write one paragraph a day (anyone can write one 
paragraph!) your article will be finished in 45 days. Actually, let’s up the ante a little bit: three 
paragraphs a day (one page) means you can have a first draft done in two weeks. Doesn’t that 
feel doable? 

Interestingly, the template article I analyzed in the previous section had 61 paragraphs, which 
works out to about 20 pages. That’s long for Research in Nursing and Health which has the 
same specifications as my journal: 15 to 18 pages of text. I flipped through a few issues of 
RINAH and confirmed that this was a longish article for this journal. It is possible for an editor to 
publish an article that is a little bit longer because it will be balanced by (over the course of the 
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year) an article or two that will be shorter. In the end, everything works out—but for you, as an 
author—you should make it your goal to stay within the quota specified by the journal.  

I routinely receive manuscripts that are 30 to 40 pages long and I just shake my head. I don’t 
care if “this extensive length is required to fully convey the importance of this study.” In all my 
years of being an editor for two different journals, I have never accepted an article that is two 
or three times longer than what we request. To authors who tell me they—or their research—
are exceptional which is why so many pages are needed, I say, “No, you’re not.” I used to send 
over-length manuscripts out for review and let the reviewers have at it, but eventually I realized 
I was wasting their time. Now, I just send the manuscript back to the author and ask them to 
please revise according to the specified author guidelines. Don’t set yourself up for the same 
outcome. Pay attention to length. 

What about the other side of the coin—can a manuscript be too short? In a word, yes. For an 
academic, scholarly journal we expect topics to be covered with sufficient depth to convey the 
information accurately and thoroughly. In my experience, this can’t be done in 6 or 7 pages. A 
total of 13 to 14 pages is probably the lower limit of length that I’ll consider. Anything less than 
that tends to be too skimpy to fully tell the story. 

Armed with this information, you can begin to construct your MMO. Use your template article 
analysis and begin to fill in the right hand column. Start broad as you did before. Do the 
headings that were used in the template work for you? (They should.) Fill those in and then 
begin to allocate your content to the different sections. Consider where the “weight” or “meat” 
of the article should be. The results and discussion should be the most interesting and thus, 
longest, parts. Readers (and editors and reviewers) are interested in what you did and care less 
about what has gone before, that is, the literature review. Unfortunately, too many articles get 
bogged down in the introduction and background and end up shortchanging the important 
stuff. 

For those writing a research report, consider carefully how much information you need to 
include about the method. If you are submitting to a research journal, such as Nursing 
Research, then you need to include comprehensive information for the reviewers to fully 
evaluate your study. On the other hand, many journals publish research reports but are not 
research journals per se. (My journal, CIN, as well as the journal I used to edit, the Journal of 
Hospice and Palliative Nursing are good examples of this.) In this case, you need to include 
enough information about the research so that it can be accurately evaluated, but you don’t 
need to go overboard because the design is not the primary purpose or focus of the article.  
Finding the balance can be a little tricky; I would suggest just getting the writing down on paper 
first, then edit ruthlessly. Having someone else assist you with this can also be helpful. 
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For those who are visual learners, making a graph of your template article and your proposed 
MMO can also be helpful. Here’s an example from the RINAH article I analyzed previously: 

 

Figure 8. Graphic presentation of the template article analysis, by paragraph. 

The theoretical framework (one paragraph) looks a little strange all by itself but I understand 
why it was presented that way. Personally, I would have liked a paragraph or two more in the 
discussion (a nice bell curve is what we’re striving for here). In reading the actual article, there 
was quite a bit of discussion in the results so in the end, it all evened out. 
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Exercise Number Four: The MMO 

Activities: 

Using the worksheet from the previous exercise, write the MMO based on your analysis of your 
template. Please complete and save. Return this to me and please include a PDF of your 
template article.  

You can download Word documents of these worksheets at my website: www.mainedesk.com. 
They are under the Resources tab.  The password to access the worksheets is cr95181nf430.  

Send me a message at Leslie@medesk.com if you are having problems. 

Goals:  

Upon completion of this exercise you should be able to: 

• Use the MMO to create a specific and detailed outline for your article; 
• Understand the role each paragraph plays in the structure of your article; 
• Describe where the emphasis is in your article, and why. 

 

• Manuscript Success Coaching clients: Once we have contracted to work together, this 
will be your fourth exercise. If you have not sent me your template article analysis 
(Exercise Three), then send both to me now. Along with your analysis and MMO, please 
include: 

o The title of your selected journal and a link to the Information for Authors. 
o The title page for your article, including contact information and co-authors (if 

any) formatted according to the guidelines of your selected journal. 
o If you have not already sent a PDF of your template article to me, please include 

it with this exercise. Thanks! 

I’ll review and get back to you with feedback. If we need to chat by phone, I’ll contact you to set 
up a time when we can talk.  

http://www.mainedesk.com/
mailto:Leslie@medesk.com
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ms: manuscript success 

Step Five: The Writing Process… 

to infinity and beyond! 

With your analysis and MMO in hand, you are ready to begin the writing process. One nice 
thing about having it broken down to the actual paragraph level is that you can begin writing 
just about anywhere. Many people find it difficult to start with the Introduction. If that’s the 
case, just dive in with something that feels easier. The Methods section is usually pretty 
concrete so that might be a good starting point.  

Keep your MMO close at hand. This is not a document that you should ignore during the writing 
process. Use it to keep yourself organized and on track. If you find yourself deviating 
significantly, make a note of this and indicate why. The worksheet on page 41 can be used for 
this purpose.  

As you begin to write, revisit the Information for Authors and set up your document in the 
proper format. If the guidelines specify one inch margins and Times New Roman font in 12 
point, then set those parameters. Put in placeholders for the title page and abstract. You can 
also go through and insert all your Level I heads (in the proper format) and then begin writing 
under those heads as you get to that point in your draft. 

When you are beginning the process of writing the first draft, I encourage you to write a little 
bit—even if only a paragraph or two—every day. It helps to get the momentum going. If you 
are anything like me, you’ll get to a point where the writing becomes all-consuming. When that 
happens, you’ll block out a big chunk of time to sit down and finish the draft, whether that is 
writing 5 pages or 15. 

If you do find yourself getting bogged down, use your identified writing time to work on other 
pieces: tables, figures, or references. These all need to be included in the final manuscript, 
anyway, and I find not leaving all these details until the very end can help keep the process 
moving ahead. 

Once the first draft is written, save it and set it aside for 24 hours. Then come back and review 
and edit, save, and share with a colleague for feedback (for Manuscript Success Coaching 
clients: you will be sharing with me). At this point, I don’t think you should obsess too much 
about fixing everything little thing. If you’ve kept every paragraph focused and followed your 
MMO, you should have a clear and well-organized first draft.  

With the feedback from your colleague, editor, or me, make the revisions and ask for feedback 
again. This might be a good time to get feedback from a second person—a new set of eyes can 
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be helpful at this point. I really don’t think a manuscript requires more than two drafts. You can 
make yourself crazy with details. The point is to get it done. I once heard Angela McBride 
speaking at a Sigma Theta Tau conference. She asked, “What’s the difference between an A 
paper, with a grade of 94%, and an A+ paper with a grade of 99%?” The effort that is required 
to move those five percentage points might be enough to get you derailed from finishing and 
submitting. As Angela said, “94% is very good and reviewers are going to have comments, even 
on a 99% paper.” 

Once the manuscript is finished, take care of the final details: write a cover letter to the editor 
(if required); prepare the copyright transfer form and sign; and prepare to submit. Most 
journals have an online submission process—give yourself time because it may take an hour or 
two. You don’t want to feel rushed or stressed. 

When you hit the submit button: congratulations! This is an accomplishment. Take a moment 
to relax and enjoy your success. But don’t relax too long—use the momentum to keep going 
and get to work on the next project. As a wise friend once said to me, “Always have something 
in the pipeline.” 
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Exercise Number Five: First Draft 

Activities: 

Using your article analysis and MMO, write your first draft. Follow the guidelines discussed in 
this section. Complete the following worksheet to show how closely you followed your MMO, 
where you deviated, and the rationale for doing so. Send your draft to me, along with your 
revised MMO worksheet. 

You can download Word documents of these worksheets at my website: www.mainedesk.com. 
They are under the Resources tab.  The password to access the worksheets is cr95181nf430.  

Send me a message at Leslie@medesk.com if you are having problems. 

Goals:  

Upon completion of this exercise you should be able to: 

• Write a first draft of a manuscript, based on the MMO as an organizing framework. 
• Revise the draft, according to feedback from a colleague. 
• Be prepared to finish and submit the final manuscript after completing two drafts, with 

feedback. 

 

• Manuscript Success Coaching clients: Once we have contracted to work together, this 
will be your fifth exercise. I will assist you to revise the final draft and prepare it for 
submission to your selected journal.  

• Once you have submitted your manuscript, our work together does not end. Based on 
feedback from the journal, I will assist you with revisions. In the event of a rejection, I’ll 
assist you to revise and submit to another journal. My goal is to help you be successful 
with your publishing efforts and to see your name in print! 

 

  

http://www.mainedesk.com/
mailto:Leslie@medesk.com
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THE MMO – Revised Based on Draft Article 
Your Original MMO # ¶ Your Revised MMO #¶ Rationale for Changes 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

Worksheet: Revised MMO ©2012 by Leslie H. Nicoll  May be reproduced by permission. 
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Summary of Activities for Manuscript Success Coaching Clients 

• Exercise One:  
o Write teaser and précis. 
o Submit to me for feedback. 

• Exercise Two: 
o Complete journal due diligence and rank them as numbers 1, 2, and 3 in terms of 

preference (use the worksheet). 
o Submit to me for feedback. If we need to talk by phone, I’ll arrange a time with 

you for this. 
• Exercise Three:  

o Complete the analysis of your template article.  
o You may send this to me for feedback or if you prefer to send the template 

analysis with your MMO, that’s fine, too (combine exercises three and four). 
• Exercise Four: 

o Complete your MMO. 
o Submit to me for feedback: your template analysis and your MMO. 
o When you send me the analysis and MMO, also send me: 

 A PDF of your template article. 
 The title of your selected journal and a link to the Information for 

Authors. 
 The title page for your article, including contact information and co-

authors (if any) formatted according to the guidelines of your selected 
journal. 

o I will review and provide feedback. 
• Exercise Five:  First draft of your manuscript. 

o Make sure your manuscript is formatted according to the guidelines of your 
selected journal. Pay attention to margins, font, headers, and style of references. 
 If the journal calls for special items, such as “callouts” that you haven’t 

written in your draft, include placeholders. 
o Submit to me for feedback: First draft, your original MMO and the revised 

version (use the worksheet). Note the reason for any changes/deviations from 
the original. 

• Once your manuscript is submitted and reviewed, I will assist you through the revision 
process, or, if needed, revising and resubmitting to a new journal. 

• Worksheets are available at www.mainedesk.com/resources. Password: cr95181nf430 
• Contact me for help or more information: Leslie@medesk.com. You can also use the 

feedback page at www.mainedesk.com/feedback. 

http://www.mainedesk.com/resources
mailto:Leslie@medesk.com
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